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    Chapter One





    What El­mo Wim­pler re­al­ly want­ed to in­vent was a dry ce­re­al that tast­ed like ham and

    eggs. Or pan­cakes. Or all those oth­er things he couldn't af­ford and didn't know how to

    cook.




    But he didn't know how to do it, so he was stuck with dry ce­re­al. One day corn­flakes,

    then crisped rice, then that fruity stuff, then that choco­laty stuff. It was fun­ny, he

    thought. If they could make a ce­re­al taste like choco­late with­out putting any choco­late in

    it, why couldn't they make one that tast­ed like ham and eggs? Or Bel­gian waf­fles—with

    straw­ber­ries and whipped cream? Chipped beef on toast?




    Why not? Maybe he'd work on that. But on­ly when he was fin­ished with the in­ven­tion that

    oc­cu­pied his mind right now.




    To­day, El­mo Wim­pler had no idea what ce­re­al he was eat­ing. He had just grabbed the

    box, poured some in­to a bowl, drowned it with a weak mix­ture of pow­dered milk and wa­ter,

    and start­ed eat­ing. Af­ter a while they all tast­ed alike.




    As he ate, he read his cy­ber-​psy­chomat­ics book, which promised to teach him how to

    be­come a stronger-​willed per­son.




    To­day, his heart wasn't in­to cy­ber-​psy­chomat­ics, so he snapped the pa­per­back closed

    and took an­oth­er book from its spot on the kitchen ta­ble: How to Be Pushy.




    He read two para­graphs and sighed. He just couldn't be pushy. He was too small, too

    mild-​man­nered. What would he do if he tried to be pushy and some­body pushed him back?




    He closed the book and looked out the dirt-​shad­ed win­dow of the small kitchen. He'd like

    to try it, though. Just once. Maybe try be­ing pushy with his big-​mouth next-​door neigh­bor,

    the no-​tal­ent jock. Just once, he'd like to put the big slob in his place, then make him

    watch while El­mo put him­self right square in­to Mrs. No-​Tal­ent Jock's place. De­spite that

    teased hair and that loud mouth, she was the crea­ture of his dreams and his fan­tasies, and he

    would like to give it to her good.




    He brought him­self back to re­al­ity, which was his sog­gy bowl of ce­re­al. He dumped it

    in­to the sink. To­day, he felt as if he was get­ting near a break­through with his new

    in­ven­tion.




    Maybe when it was done. When he was ac­claimed and rich and pow­er­ful. Maybe then, he'd

    show Mrs. Jock that men weren't mea­sured by mus­cles alone.




    El­mo Wim­pler ran the wa­ter un­til all traces of the ce­re­al had dis­ap­peared down the

    drain. Then he wiped the bowl once with a pa­per tow­el and put it on the drain­board. He

    start­ed to walk back to his bed­room to change from his rat­ty bathrobe in­to his equal­ly

    rat­ty clothes, but the im­pulse was too strong. He went back in­to the kitchen and got the

    book on be­ing pushy. He read it while he walked down the hall. He bumped his an­kle painful­ly

    against a card­board box that was stuck against the wall. He tripped over his cat, who was

    ly­ing ma­jes­ti­cal­ly di­rect­ly in the mid­dle of the hall­way. The cat snarled, lashed out

    at Wim­pler with his claws, and left gouge marks along the top of the man's foot. Wim­pler

    apol­ogized to his cat.




    El­mo dressed quick­ly, hop­ing that he could make it to his garage work­shop with­out

    run­ning in­to his loud-​mouthed neigh­bor, Curt, or his sexy, noisy wife, Phyl­lis. He didn't

    feel like deal­ing with them to­day, not when he was so close to a break­through.




    He left his house by the rear door and walked quick­ly to­ward his garage. Too late. He

    heard a high-​pitched wom­an's voice yell, “Hey, Curt. Look at the wimp. He's tryin’ to sneak

    in­to his garage with­out us see­ing him."




    Damn.




    Ig­nore them.




    “Hey, wimp!” Curt yelled. “That light from your god­damned garage is still keep­ing us

    awake. You had bet­ter do some­thing about it, you hear?”




    El­mo looked up. He still didn't see them. He knew the light from his garage didn't both­er

    them be­cause there was no light from his garage. He had cov­ered all the win­dows with heavy

    black plas­tic so no light would leak through. But he knew that would not sat­is­fy Curt, and

    he was just tired of ex­plain­ing.




    “I'll work on it, Curt,” he said. “I'm sor­ry.”




    “He's sor­ry, he says,” Phyl­lis said. “Make him re­al­ly sor­ry, Curt. Punch him out.”




    “Yeah. Maybe I should. And lis­ten, that damned ra­dio of yours, you're play­ing it too loud

    at night. How'd you like me to stuff it down your throat?”




    Curt came around the cor­ner of El­mo Wim­pler's garage, six-​foot-​three, bulging bi­ceps,

    bulging beer bel­ly. He had steel-​wool hair and a sneer­ing mouth.




    Be­hind him was Phyl­lis. She had teased blonde hair and al­so wore a sneer, but be­low the

    sneer, she wore a hal­ter top over full breasts and a pair of skimpy, cut­off jeans that showed

    her ripe, round thighs. El­mo of­ten saw her out his kitchen win­dow while she was gar­den­ing,

    bent over, as if try­ing to show him her round, lit­tle bot­tom.




    He thought about telling Curt that he didn't have a ra­dio, that the on­ly mu­si­cal sound

    Curt might hear com­ing from the garage would be El­mo hum­ming. But why both­er?




    "I'll try to keep it down, Curt,” he told the big man, who blocked his way to the

    garage.




    “'I'll try to keep it down, Curt,'” Phyl­lis mim­icked nas­ti­ly. “He makes me sick. Belt

    him.”




    "He ain't worth it,” Curt said, hitch­ing up his pants, which im­me­di­ate­ly start­ed their

    in­evitable slide down his bur­geon­ing bel­ly.




    “Go ahead, Curt, punch him out. Punch out his pis­sy lit­tle face.”




    Curt turned to tell Phyl­lis how he didn't want to dirty his hands on wimpy garbage, and

    El­mo took the op­por­tu­ni­ty to slip past the big man and in­to his garage. He shut and

    locked the door be­hind him. Sud­den­ly he felt re­lief, but it last­ed on­ly a few

    sec­onds.




    "I'll be wait­ing for you when you come out of there, wimp,” Curt yelled. His voice, next to

    the garage door, sound­ed as if it might splin­ter the wood.




    El­mo Wim­pler put his neigh­bors out of his mind. He would be in his garage un­til long

    af­ter they had gone to sleep. Here, there was peace. Here, where he was sur­round­ed by his

    in­ven­tions, the works of his life, which would some­day bring him the fame and for­tune he

    de­served.




    But even as he thought it, he doubt­ed him­self. It had been so many years, and now the

    small es­tate that his par­ents had left him when they died was shrink­ing fast. He would have

    to make some­thing com­mer­cial pret­ty soon.




    He walked to the front of the garage to turn on the over­head light. He bumped his left knee

    on his car. Fun­ny, he thought, that he hadn't seen it.




    He reached out with his hands. He could feel the car, the hood, the fend­er, the wind­shield

    wipers. But he couldn't see it. All he could see was the dark, car-​shaped sil­hou­ette in the

    dim­ness of his garage. But he couldn't see the car.




    His heart beat a lit­tle faster, and he walked quick­ly to the light string, pulled it, and

    turned around. He al­most yelled. The paint had worked.




    In the harsh light over­head, the car was a deep black sil­hou­ette. But none of its

    fea­tures was vis­ible.




    It had worked! This time, he did yell. Let Curt scream. Who cared? El­mo Wim­pler was on his

    way.




    He had been test­ing paints, try­ing to in­vent a paint for cars that would de­fy rust and

    nev­er need wax­ing. He had stum­bled on­to some­thing bet­ter. He had mixed a black enam­el

    with a spe­cial metal­lic for­mu­la. The paint ap­peared to be smooth, but un­der a

    mi­cro­scope, the metal­lic com­pound was a field of pits and val­leys. Light hit­ting the

    sur­face would not re­flect back to a view­er's eye but would bounce back and forth in­side the

    paint, from peak to peak. Un­able to re­flect light, any­thing coat­ed with that paint would be

    to­tal­ly black—100 per­cent black—and would be vis­ible on­ly in sil­hou­ette against

    some­thing lighter. But none of its de­tails could be made out. It was an in­vis­ible

    paint.




    He touched the grill of the old car and felt the rip­ples and grooves of the once shiny

    met­al. He took his hand away and leaned back. The grill was not vis­ible.




    He felt his heart pound­ing in­side his chest. This was it. His big chance. No more dry

    ce­re­al. No more liv­ing next door to Mr. and Mrs. Jock. No more try­ing to make do with old,

    worn-​out equip­ment. No more work­ing in a garage.




    The in­vis­ible paint was his pass­port to a new life.




    An hour lat­er, he had his new paint com­pound in a spray can. Ig­nor­ing the hoots and

    calls of Curt and his wife, he walked quick­ly back in­to his house and called the FOI

    tele­phone num­ber he had seen in a mag­azine—Friends of In­ven­tors—a com­mer­cial group that

    would help him patent and sell his new paint.




    The sec­re­tary told him that there was one open­ing lat­er that af­ter­noon, and he could

    make it if he hur­ried. The eval­ua­tion fee, payable in ad­vance to FOI, was $500. Cash.




    El­mo Wim­pler dressed in his one suit, put his can of spray paint in a pa­per bag, and

    walked to the neigh­bor­hood bank. He had ex­act­ly $504 in his check­ing ac­count, and he

    with­drew $502. Enough for the fee and bus fare both ways to FOI.




    The pret­ty re­cep­tion­ist at FOI head­quar­ters in New York City looked at him strange­ly

    as he ar­rived, clutch­ing his pa­per bag un­der his arm.




    "You have the five hun­dred dol­lars?” she asked. “Mis­ter ... Mis­ter ... Wim­ple,” she

    said, glanc­ing at a sheet on her desk.




    “Wim­pler,” he cor­rect­ed. He count­ed out the bills from his wal­let, go­ing slow­ly so he

    could look at her big, sweater-​clad bo­som. She smiled at him, a pro­fes­sion­al bored smile.

    When he gave her the mon­ey, she count­ed it, put it in­to her desk draw­er, and an­nounced

    in­to the in­ter­com, “Mis­ter Wim­ple is here.”




    "Wim­pler,” El­mo cor­rect­ed.




    "Send him in,” a voice crack­led over the speak­er.




    She nod­ded him to­ward the door.




    In­side the room, three men sat at a long ta­ble. They watched care­ful­ly as Wim­pler

    ap­proached them.




    He placed the pa­per bag on the ta­ble, cleared his throat, and said, “I am El­mo Wim­pler.”

    He start­ed to go on, but one of the men in­ter­rupt­ed.




    “Yeah, yeah, okay, guy, we're the pan­el you have to show your stuff to. We make all the

    de­ci­sions on in­ven­tions and like that. Show us what you got, ‘cause we ain't got all

    day.”




    “Very well.”




    Wim­pler opened the bag and took out a piece of black cloth, a small vase, and the spray can

    of paint.




    He draped the black cur­tain over a small pic­ture that hung from the wall.




    “C'mon, pal, speed it up,” the same man told him. “You're not set­ting a stage, you know.

    We've got a lot of oth­er ge­nius­es to see, so don't be wast­ing our time.”




    El­mo ad­just­ed the black cloth so it hung smooth­ly.




    "Je­sus Christ, what is this guy, an in­te­ri­or dec­ora­tor?” one of the oth­er men

    said.




    Wim­pler ig­nored them. When they saw what his in­ven­tion did, then they'd know he was no

    crack­pot, there to waste their time and his mon­ey.




    He moved a small ta­ble over in front of the paint­ing and set the white vase on the ta­ble.

    It was an or­nate­ly carved, cheap, lit­tle, milk-​glass vase.




    With­out pay­ing any at­ten­tion to the three men, he sprayed the white vase with his spray

    can of black paint. He turned to look at the three mem­bers of the pan­el with a smug look on

    his face.




    They looked at him as if he were from an­oth­er plan­et.




    “So, you got a black vase?” one of them said. “And it used to be white.”




    "Watch. It'll dry quick­ly,” El­mo said. He turned to watch him­self. The paint was dry­ing

    be­fore his eyes, and as it did, the def­ini­tion of the vase seemed to van­ish. And then the

    paint was dried, and the vase was in­vis­ible against the black cloth back­ground.




    "In­vis­ible,” El­mo said with a small, proud smile.




    “What the hell good is an in­vis­ible vase?” one of the men asked. “Why would any­one want

    an in­vis­ible vase?”




    The three men be­gan to chuck­le and dig el­bows in­to each oth­er. El­mo Wim­pler couldn't

    be­lieve what he was see­ing and hear­ing. Were they blind? Didn't they re­al­ize what a great

    in­ven­tion this was?




    “It's in­vis­ible,” he said. “That's in­vis­ible paint Don't you un­der­stand? Any­thing you

    paint that col­or won't re­flect any light. In the dark or against a black back­ground, it'd be

    in­vis­ible. Against a lighter back­ground, you'd on­ly be able to see its sil­hou­ette. You

    wouldn't be able to make out any of its de­tails.”




    “Big deal,” one of the men said. “Sup­pose you paint­ed a car that col­or?” an­oth­er asked.

    To Wim­pler, the three men were in­ter­change­able, like triplets. “I mean, you nev­er

    re­mem­ber where you park it now, but if you couldn't see it, that'd make it even worse.

    Peo­ple would keep back­ing in­to you. At night, like I mean, who wants a car you can't

    see?”




    They be­gan to laugh again and El­mo closed his eyes, try­ing to re­mem­ber some nec­es­sary

    para­graphs from How to Be Pushy. Fight back, he told him­self. Fight back. But he could not

    ut­ter a sin­gle word in his own de­fense. He watched them and lis­tened help­less­ly to their

    inane chat­ter.




    "You still got that Cadil­lac, Ernie?” one man asked an­oth­er.




    “Yeah, but I may be sell­ing it.”




    “Why? That car's beau­ti­ful.”




    “Yeah, but it sucks up gas like a pack of Tums. Who needs that?”




    "I could use it. Have to change the col­or though,” the first man said. Sud­den­ly all three

    seemed to re­mem­ber Wim­pler.




    “You got any­thing in mauve?” asked the one who was think­ing about buy­ing Ernie's

    Cadil­lac. “Mauve is go­ing to be a hot col­or this year. A lot of mauve. Maybe if you could do

    some­thing in mauve.”




    “Maybe for kids,” Ernie sug­gest­ed. “Maybe they might want to make things in­vis­ible, like

    if they don't want their folks to find them. I mean, maybe if you sprayed this on a joint of

    mar­ijua­na ... would it change the fla­vor? What does this paint taste like?”




    "Taste?” asked Wim­pler help­less­ly. He shook his head, blink­ing his eyes hard.




    “Yeah, you know, if it tastes like shit, it'd make the grass taste like shit and no­body'd

    want it. But if it doesn't change the taste, then maybe some­body might want in­vis­ible

    mar­ijua­na.”




    “I think we're agreed,” the third man said, “that it is not pru­dent to rep­re­sent this

    item in its present form.”




    All three nod­ded to­ward El­mo.




    "Work on the taste,” Ernie sug­gest­ed.




    "And the col­or,” the sec­ond man said.




    “Mauve,” said the third man. “Work on mauve. A hot col­or this year.”




    “That's it?” El­mo fi­nal­ly sput­tered. “You talk about cars, you talk about mauve, you

    give me two min­utes, and you say good-​bye?”




    “That's it,” the team lead­er said. “It's im­prac­ti­cal in its present form, Mr.

    Wim­ple.”




    “Wim­pler.”




    “Yes, Mis­ter Wim­per. I'm afraid it's im­prac­ti­cal. Now, if you had some­thing to do with

    a bar­be­cue, maybe. Peo­ple are in­to bar­be­cues again with in­fla­tion run­ning ram­pant.

    But not an in­vis­ible bar­be­cue. There's no mar­ket for that.”




    "Try mauve,” an­oth­er man sug­gest­ed.




    "I paid you five hun­dred dol­lars,” Wim­pler shout­ed.




    “Non­re­fund­able,” Ernie snapped. “You un­der­stood that when you came in.

    Non­re­fund­able. Now, we have oth­er peo­ple to see, Mis­ter Sim­ple, so if you're fin­ished?

    ... We have a man to see about a back scratch­er that's sup­posed to rev­olu­tion­ize the art

    of scratch­ing your back.”




    "That sounds in­ter­est­ing,” said one of the oth­er men. The third man agreed but

    sug­gest­ed it might sell best in mauve.




    A back scratch­er.




    El­mo Wim­pler packed up his cur­tain, his in­vis­ible black vase, and his spray can and

    left, shak­ing his head. On the way out, he didn't even no­tice the re­cep­tion­ist's

    forty-​inch chest. She was busy talk­ing to a man who was of­fer­ing to demon­strate how

    use­ful his back scratch­er would be for front scratch­ing too.




    By the time he got home, El­mo had de­cid­ed to fi­nance him­self in mar­ket­ing his

    in­vis­ible spray paint. Thank God he had mon­ey—a lit­tle mon­ey—still left in stocks and

    sav­ings. He called the banker who was the trustee for his par­ents’ es­tate and asked him how

    much mon­ey was left.




    "Noth­ing,” the man an­swered.




    "Noth­ing?” El­mo said. “How can that be? There's a mis­take.” Please let there be a

    mis­take, he thought.




    “I'm sor­ry, El­mo, but I saw a chance to in­crease your hold­ings and made some

    in­vest­ments.”




    "I didn't au­tho­rize any in­vest­ments,” Wim­pler snapped.




    “I know,” said the banker, sound­ing huffy over the phone. “But I knew you wouldn't mind. So

    I put your mon­ey in gold.”




    “And gold dropped from eight hun­dred to six hun­dred an ounce. I should have some­thing

    left.”




    “No,” the banker ex­plained pa­tient­ly. “I bought on mar­gin. The two-​hun­dred-​dol­lar

    drop wiped you out. Sor­ry about that.”




    “My house,” said Wim­pler. “I can mort­gage it. What can I get?”




    “Too late. You re­al­ly should have called me last week. I mort­gaged your house.”




    "Damn,” snarled Wim­pler.




    “Well, if you let me know once in a while what's on your mind...” the banker said. “I can't

    read minds, you know. Any­way, if I can be of any more...”




    Wim­pler hung up.




    He was broke.




    Ru­ined.




    And hun­gry.




    But there was no food in the house. Noth­ing but dry ce­re­al and pow­dered milk, and he

    gagged just think­ing about it.




    He fell in­to a chair, hold­ing his head be­tween his hands. What could he do now? He had no

    fam­ily, no friends to turn to for help. He could starve to death and no one would know. Here

    he had this great in­ven­tion worth mil­lions. Imag­ine all the things that could be made

    in­vis­ible. Tanks. Air­planes. An army. Po­lice­men. Bur­glars.




    Wait a minute.




    He sat straight up in the chair and reran ev­ery­thing that had just gone through his head

    un­til he found the one he want­ed.




    Bur­glars.




    Could he do it? Did he have the nerve?




    Was any­thing worse than starv­ing to death?




    He be­gan to walk to his bed­room, slow­ly at first, then with more de­ter­mi­na­tion. He

    tripped over his cat. The cat spat. El­mo Wim­pler apol­ogized.




    From his clos­et he took an old shirt and slacks and his on­ly oth­er pair of shoes.




    He hung them on the back of a door and be­gan to spray the cloth­ing. He sprayed the shoes

    black and put them back in­to the dark clos­et. As the paint dried, the shoes

    dis­ap­peared.




    He be­gan to get ex­cit­ed at the prospect of play­ing the in­vis­ible man. He ran to the

    kitchen, again trip­ping over the cat. This time he did not apol­ogize. From a plas­tic wrap

    and an old base­ball cap, he fash­ioned a face screen with a thin slit he could see through. He

    took it back to the bed­room and sprayed the whole apara­tus black.




    He put on the cos­tume, then drew the blinds and old drapes in the room. He stepped in front

    of the full length mir­ror on the back of his bed­room door in the dark room and there he

    was.




    Or wasn't.




    He was in­vis­ible.




    He felt a thrill like he'd nev­er felt be­fore, not even when he was watch­ing Phyl­lis’

    bot­tom as she gar­dened next door. He felt fan­tas­tic.




    And scared.


  




  

    Chapter Two





    His name was Re­mo and he feared noth­ing.




    All men's fears were based on one thing alone—the fear of dy­ing. It was what ter­ri­fied an

    em­bez­zler; afraid he might be found out, and afraid he would have to take his own life. It

    ex­plained the ter­ror of a child in the dark, or a grown-​up hear­ing the sound of rats

    in­side a wall. Ev­ery fear trans­lat­ed in­to the fear of dy­ing.




    And Re­mo no longer had that fear. He no longer wor­ried about be­ing killed, but on­ly

    about whom he would kill and when.




    He was an as­sas­sin, and know­ing that he had pow­er over life and death for oth­ers had

    giv­en him a kind of peace he had nev­er known be­fore.




    He felt that peace as he slipped in­to the hos­pi­tal, strolled with a ca­su­al wave past a

    guard's desk, and nod­ded to a mid­dle-​aged nurse, who took one look at the slim,

    thick-​wrist­ed, dark-​eyed man and wished that he be­longed to her.




    Re­mo whis­tled peace­ful­ly as he rode in the el­eva­tor up to the in­ten­sive care unit on

    the third floor and found a linen clos­et. In­side, a sim­ple change of clothes made him an

    or­der­ly.




    He load­ed his arms up with a pile of tow­els, walked in­to the in­ten­sive care ward and

    said to the young pep­per­mint striper there, “How's it go­ing tonight?"




    The young wom­an took one look in­to his in­tense, dark eyes and felt the same shiv­er the

    nurse down­stairs had felt.




    “Qui­et as a mouse,” she said. “You're new here, aren't you?”




    “Yup,” he said. He leaned over her desk and, as he checked the list of pa­tient names in the

    ward, breathed in­to her ear. “Show me around lat­er?”




    His hand touched her back and did some­thing to her that made her squirm on the or­ange

    plas­tic seat cush­ion.




    “Sure,” she said, and then in case he had mis­un­der­stood her state­ment or its

    in­ten­si­ty, said again, “Sure. Sure.”




    “Swell,” he said, re­mov­ing his hand. “Meet you here lat­er.”




    Still car­ry­ing his tow­els, he found the or­der­lies’ lounge down the hall. In­side was a

    tall, dark-​haired man, drink­ing cof­fee and study­ing a type­writ­ten sheet. When Re­mo

    en­tered, he hur­ried­ly put the sheet away, but Re­mo had al­ready rec­og­nized it: it was the

    pa­tient list from in­ten­sive care.




    This was num­ber one.




    Re­mo poured him­self some un­want­ed cof­fee. His nose re­belled at the smell and his brain

    at the thought of drink­ing a mud cre­at­ed from boil­ing burned beans. Then he sat across from

    the oth­er or­der­ly.




    "You the man?” he asked.




    "Huh?” the dark-​haired man said, his eyes near­ly wa­ter­ing be­hind his wire-​rimmed

    glass­es.




    "You know what I mean. You run­ning the pool?” Re­mo asked.




    “What pool?”




    “C'mon, pal,” Re­mo said, “I've got to get back on du­ty. Who's on the list? Mrs. Grayson?

    What days you got left?”




    The thin man blinked sev­er­al times be­hind his glass­es, then said slow­ly,

    “Twen­ty-​first and twen­ty-​fifth."




    “Hell,” Re­mo said. “She'll go be­fore that but give me the twen­ty-​first.”




    "It'll cost you fifty,” the or­der­ly said.




    "Got it right here,” Re­mo said, reach­ing in­to his pock­et. But of course his cash was in

    the pock­et of his black chi­nos, un­der­neath the white hos­pi­tal trousers he was wear­ing.

    So he drove his fin­ger­tips through the bot­tom of the emp­ty pock­et, rip­ping the fab­ric,

    then reached through the hole in­to his chi­no pock­et and brought out a roll of bills.




    As he pre­tend­ed to count off fifty dol­lars, Re­mo said, “I've heard that some of you guys

    are pulling the plugs on these pa­tients. That doesn't seem fair."




    The thin or­der­ly grinned. “Ev­ery­body's got the same chance. If Mrs. Grayson lives to

    your day, and you pull the plug on her and no­body no­tices and she conks, well, then you're

    the win­ner.” He grinned. “It's sim­ple. Ev­ery­body's got an equal chance to get the

    pool."




    Re­mo held fifty dol­lars to­ward the man, who ex­tend­ed his hand for it.




    "Ev­er won­der?” Re­mo said.




    “Won­der what?”




    "How it feels to get your own plug pulled?” The man looked up, and met Re­mo's eyes. Re­mo

    smiled, reached out and un­plugged the or­der­ly's wind­pipe.




    Re­mo tossed the body in­to a coat clos­et, took the type­writ­ten sheet from the man's

    shirt pock­et and went back in­to the room. He sat at the ta­ble with the sheet flat­tened out

    be­fore him.




    An­oth­er or­der­ly en­tered the room. He was a squat blond, whose bris­tled hair­cut made

    him look like a squared-​off stack of hay.




    "Where's Arnie?” he asked Re­mo.




    “Gone,” Re­mo said. He looked up from the list. “What day you got?”




    "Nine­teenth.” The man poured him­self a cup of cof­fee. “How much we col­lect so far?” he

    asked.




    “Look for your­self,” Re­mo said. He pushed the sheet across the ta­ble. The man reached for

    it and Re­mo said, “Arnie's dead.”




    “Dead? How...”




    "I pulled his plug,” Re­mo said. “Like this.” The husky blond saw Re­mo's hand start to

    move, but he nev­er saw it reach him, nev­er saw the fin­gers flip out from the coiled fist,

    nev­er felt them slap away at his throat, deft­ly re­mov­ing his Adam's ap­ple and wind­pipe

    with no more ef­fort than if Re­mo had been flick­ing a sand­fly from his wrist.




    He put the blond in the same clos­et where he'd put Arnie and sat wait­ing for the third

    or­der­ly. These three were the or­ga­niz­ers; the rest of the bet­tors were just hav­ing some

    macabre fun. They were con­tent to lose if the pa­tients lived. So far as up­stairs knew, none

    of them had any­thing to do with killing pa­tients.




    Arnie was the first. The sec­ond had been Bil­ly ac­cord­ing to his name tag. That left

    Jack­ie. The door opened and an or­der­ly came in wear­ing the name tag of Jack­ie.




    It was a wom­an.




    Re­mo hadn't sus­pect­ed that. But “Jack­ie” could be male or fe­male. He should have known

    that up­stairs would for­get to tell him about a mi­nor point like that.




    It didn't both­er him. He had killed wom­en be­fore.




    "Where's Arnie and Bil­ly?” she asked.




    "Dead,” he said.




    She was too busy look­ing in­to his eyes and smil­ing to hear him. She sat in the chair

    across from him. “When will they be back?"




    She was pret­ty. Green eyes, auburn hair, good breasts, and a clean-​well-​washed smell.




    "What are you do­ing with that sheet?” she asked, point­ing to the pa­per in front of

    Re­mo.




    “Arnie gave it to me,” Re­mo said. “What day do you have?”




    “Eigh­teenth,” she said. “To­mor­row. Guess I'll have to pull a plug,” she said with a

    smile. “What'd you say hap­pened to Arnie and Bil­ly?”




    "Ask them your­self,” Re­mo said. Her eyes widened as he un­plugged her wind­pipe. Her eyes

    re­al­ly were a pret­ty green.




    He dumped her in­to the coat clos­et with the two men, and stood back to sa­vor his

    hand­iwork.




    "That's the lot­tery biz, sweet­hearts,” he said and slammed the door.




    He waved to the pep­per­mint striper on his way out, dumped his whites in­to a laun­dry bin,

    waved to the old­er nurse at the front desk and left the hos­pi­tal.




    The ter­mi­nal cas­es could now ter­mi­nate on their own. It made Re­mo feel good.




    But not for long.




    He had oth­er as­sign­ments that night.


  




  

    Chapter Three





    El­mo Wim­pler had been fright­ened of be­com­ing a bur­glar but he was more fright­ened of

    starv­ing to death, pen­ni­less, un­known, friend­less.




    He had wait­ed un­til late night, and then had donned his black uni­form. He turned out the

    lights over his front door, then stepped out in­to his yard.




    He looked down at him­self. He could bare­ly see the out­line of his feet and legs. He

    un­der­stood that he was slight­ly vis­ible in sil­hou­ette be­cause of the lights re­flect­ing

    around the street. He would have to re­mem­ber that he was most ef­fec­tive in pitch

    dark­ness.




    He cut through back­yards, be­hind hous­es, once pass­ing on­ly inch­es from a sleep­ing

    Ger­man shep­herd who did not stir as Wim­pler walked by. With each step, El­mo felt the pow­er

    grow­ing in him.




    He knew what house he would hit. It was in the Park Slope sec­tion on­ly a few blocks from

    his home. He had of­ten walked by the house, a big brick and stuc­co En­glish tu­dor de­sign

    with a long, black Cadil­lac parked out front.




    El­mo slipped around the back of the house and wait­ed on the dark­ened porch, try­ing to

    calm his nerves and still the thump­ing of his heart. He might be in­vis­ible but his heart was

    mak­ing so much noise he could be heard a block away.




    Fi­nal­ly, he tapped light­ly on the door­bell and moved off to the side. A few mo­ments

    lat­er, a young black wom­an dressed in a maid's uni­form came to the door and looked out.




    "Who's there?” he could hear her ask through the glass.




    He held his breath. Fi­nal­ly, she opened the storm door and stepped out on the porch,

    hold­ing the door open be­hind her. He slipped through the door as he heard her mut­ter, “Damn

    fool kids."




    In­side, he moved quick­ly in­to a dark­ened cor­ner and wait­ed for the maid to come back

    in­side. His heart was rac­ing. Sud­den­ly he was over­come by ter­ror.




    What if he was caught?




    If the maid turned on a light, he would be as vis­ible as if he had been dressed in

    neon.




    In the fu­ture, he would have to plan his jobs more care­ful­ly.




    But the maid walked by him with­out turn­ing on a light. She went on and stepped in­to the

    liv­ing room.




    "Who was that, Flo?” a man's voice asked.




    Wim­pler moved qui­et­ly along the hall, as he heard the maid say, “Just some kids, Mr.

    Ma­son."




    “I hope they didn't wake Mrs. Ma­son.”




    As Wim­pler reached the door, he peered in from the shad­ows. The man was get­ting up from

    the so­fa. He was forty­ish, well-​fed, and pros­per­ous look­ing. “I have to go out, Flo­ra,”

    the man said. “Don't wake Mrs. Ma­son."




    “Yes sir. You'll be back soon?”




    Mr. Ma­son put his hands around the maid's rump and pulled her to him. He kissed her

    heav­ily on the mouth. “Soon enough,” he said. “Soon enough."




    Flo­ra gig­gled as Ma­son walked to­ward a coat rack near the door. Wim­pler slipped

    quick­ly up­stairs. If they had jew­els, they would prob­ably be in the mas­ter bed­room.




    On­ly one of the up­stairs doors was closed. Wait­ing out­side, Wim­pler could hear the

    sound of soft breath­ing. He opened the door, stepped in­side, and saw a fig­ure on the bed. He

    caught his breath.




    Mrs. Ma­son slept atop the cov­ers, in the nude. She wasn't as full-​fig­ured as Phyl­lis,

    his next door neigh­bor, but she would do. She was in her thir­ties and well-​kept, with large

    breasts and long slim legs.




    Wim­pler found him­self start­ing to get ex­cit­ed, imag­in­ing the things he could do to

    her while she slept. And if she awoke and saw no one in the room, she would prob­ably think she

    had been dream­ing.




    Some dream.




    Wim­pler al­most laughed.




    But first things first. With an ef­fort, he turned away from the wom­an and be­gan

    search­ing the room. He found what he was look­ing for in a top draw­er of the dress­er. A

    jew­el­ry box was filled with neck­laces and bracelets and rings. He took them all and put them

    in a small, cloth bag he had brought with him. Then he se­cret­ed the bag un­der his

    in­vis­ible cloth­ing.




    He turned back to the sleep­ing, nude form of Mrs. Ma­son.




    But fear over­came his lust. It was time to leave. He reached down and play­ful­ly stroked

    one of Mrs. Ma­son's breasts. She smiled in her sleep. Then he whis­pered in her ear, “Your

    hus­band and your maid are mak­ing it, dear."




    The smile slid off her face and Wim­pler went quick­ly to the door and went down the

    stairs.




    When he fi­nal­ly got back to his own house, he heaved a sigh of re­lief. He re­moved his

    black night suit and dumped his take out on the bed.




    The di­amonds sparkled and shone and he let them wash through his fin­gers as he played with

    them on the bed. How much, he won­dered. Ten thou­sand? Twen­ty?




    He'd find out to­mor­row, when he went to 47th Street in Man­hat­tan to sell them.




    As he got off the sub­way at 47th Street and Av­enue of the Amer­ic­as, he was sur­prised to

    re­al­ize his heart was pound­ing again.




    What if some­one called the po­lice?




    He took a deep breath and walked in­to the first whole­sale jew­el­er he saw.




    “May I help you?” a clerk asked. Was that sus­pi­cion in the man's eyes, Wim­pler won­dered.

    He al­most backed out, but then cleared his throat and said, “I want to ... er ... sell some

    jew­el­ry. It was ... my moth­er's. She's dead now.”




    “May I see it?”




    Wim­pler dumped the con­tents of his cloth bag on the counter. He could feel the sweat

    run­ning in rivulets un­der his arms.




    "Love­ly pieces,” the clerk said.




    "Mm­mm­mm,” said Wim­pler, afraid to say more be­cause his throat was so dry that he might

    not be able to get any words out.




    The clerk looked at them for in­ter­minable sec­onds.




    "I'll have to call the man­ag­er,” he said.




    “Why?” Wim­pler sput­tered out. “What's...”




    "He has to ap­praise them,” the clerk said with a sus­pi­cious smile. As Wim­pler watched

    the man's re­treat­ing back, he knew what was go­ing to hap­pen. In the back room, the clerk

    was go­ing to pick up a tele­phone and call the po­lice. In­side of thir­ty sec­onds, the store

    would be sur­round­ed.




    Wim­pler turned and ran from the store, rac­ing down 47th Street to the sub­way sta­tion and

    down the steps.




    He got off the sub­way at 42nd Street where he re­al­ized that he had left the jew­els

    be­hind. So much for his buglary ca­reer.




    He walked the streets. He passed six hot dog venders, eight piz­za shops, two Mac­Don­alds,

    a Burg­er King, Chi­nese take-​out food shops, food stores by the dozen, no­ticed and count­ed

    on­ly be­cause he was starv­ing.




    He fished in his pock­et. He had fifty cents. In New York, it wasn't even enough for a

    side­walk hot dog. And be­sides, he want­ed to go home. He went down to the sub­way plat­form,

    took the train back to Brook­lyn, got off at At­lantic Av­enue and walked down to the

    docks.




    His fa­ther had al­ways told him that a man should know when to cut his loss­es. That is

    what Wim­pler had in mind. Life had been a loss for him, a to­tal loss, and now he was go­ing

    to cut those loss­es. He stood star­ing at the filthy wa­ter, won­der­ing if he would have the

    nerve to throw him­self in and end his mis­ery. He walked along the dock, try­ing to build up

    his nerve, when sud­den­ly he heard voic­es. For some rea­son, he dart­ed be­hind a large

    pack­ing crate and lis­tened.




    “He's got to be iced, Jack,” he heard one man say. “There's no way around it. If Romeo

    tes­ti­fies, we're all cooked.”




    “Yeah, sure,” the oth­er man said with dis­gust. “But try to do it with all that freak­ing,

    fed­er­al se­cu­ri­ty around him.”




    “If he tes­ti­fies...”




    “Don't tell me what I know al­ready, Tony. Shit I of­fered this hit to ev­ery­one in town.

    No­body wants to touch it. I think we're gonna have to put to­geth­er a squad and go up there

    and take the whole place out.”




    “The man won't like that, Jack. Too much bad press. A lot of blood, a lot of bod­ies, a lot

    of re­porters, and a lot of feds.”




    “You know an­oth­er way?”




    Sud­den­ly, El­mo Wim­pler knew that he was not go­ing to take his own life. Sud­den­ly, he

    knew that his days as a wimp were over. Sud­den­ly, he felt pow­er. Pow­er over life and

    death.




    He took a deep breath and stepped out in­to the view of the two men.




    "What? the...?” one yelled.




    "Who are you?” the oth­er snarled.




    “The an­swer to your prob­lem,” Wim­pler said with con­fi­dence and a sure­ness he had

    nev­er felt be­fore. “Who­ev­er it is you want iced, I can do it.”




    "Wha...?” said Jack.




    "You?” Tony asked, un­be­liev­ing­ly. El­mo knew what they were think­ing: that he was a

    clown. He had been called all those names: clown, nerd, wimp. But he wasn't. Not any more. What

    he was now was the best hit man mon­ey could hire.




    “Don't let ap­pear­ances de­ceive you,” he said. “I can do what you want done.”




    The two men looked at each oth­er. Tony shrugged.




    "What've we got to lose, Jack?” he fi­nal­ly said.




    Jack sighed, then nod­ded. He looked at Wim­pler. “How much?"




    El­mo cleared his throat. He hadn't thought about mon­ey.




    "Would a thou­sand dol­lars be too much?” he asked.




    "You do the job, you get ten thou­sand dol­lars,” Jack said.




    “This per­son will be dead to­mor­row night,” Wim­pler said. “Tell me who he is and where he

    is.”




    They told him. He was a big-​time gang­ster, now a fed­er­al wit­ness, tes­ti­fy­ing to save

    his own skin. He was be­ing hid­den out on a large, pri­vate es­tate in Westch­ester Coun­ty,

    sur­round­ed by cops, FBI agents, and who knew what else.




    “Be here to­mor­row night. Two A.M.,” Wim­pler said. “And bring the mon­ey.”




    "All right,” said Jack.




    "I need an ad­vance,” said Wim­pler.




    "How much?” Jack asked, reach­ing in­to his pock­et.




    All Wim­pler could think of was a steak din­ner. He de­cid­ed to think big. “Twen­ty

    dol­lars,” he said.




    Jack leafed through the hun­dred dol­lar bills in his roll un­til he found a lone twen­ty

    and hand­ed it over.




    "Thank you. To­mor­row night. Two A.M.,” Wim­pler said.




    "Sure, pal,” Jack said. El­mo turned and walked away. He stopped at the first cheap steak

    place he saw, or­dered two steak din­ners and de­voured them both. With his change, he took a

    cab home.




    He hur­ried to his garage. He had his first con­tract but how would he car­ry it out? What

    would he use to kill his vic­tim?




    He searched through his garage, over­turn­ing use­less in­ven­tions un­til he found the item

    he want­ed.




    Wim­pler had worked it out as a rev­olu­tion­ary new nutcrack­er, but it hadn't sold. It was

    a small hand-​held com­pres­sor. Af­ter fit­ting it with a long slide arm that would al­low it

    to hold some­thing big­ger than wal­nuts, El­mo tried it out on an old bowl­ing ball in the

    garage. The com­pres­sor's arms reached around the ball, and when he pressed the trig­ger, the

    two arms closed to­geth­er with a hiss. The bowl­ing ball broke up in­to hun­dreds of pieces

    that fell to the floor.




    Done. All he would have to do would be to spray paint it, and the in­vis­ible man would have

    his in­vis­ible weapon.




    And then he went to sleep. The first good night's sleep he had had in months.




    The next morn­ing, he cleaned the black paint from the wind­shield and win­dows of his old

    car parked in the garage. Then he quick­ly paint­ed over the in­vis­ible, black paint with a

    light-​blue, spray enam­el, let­ting the paint run in drip­py, gooey mass­es, not car­ing how

    the paint job looked, but just want­ing to make the car vis­ible again, pre­sentable for

    rid­ing around the street.




    Then he drove up to White Plains and rode past the large es­tate where the fed­er­al

    wit­ness was be­ing held. In the gath­er­ing dusk, he could see guards sta­tioned near the door

    of the house and loung­ing about on the lawn.




    But for some rea­son, he was no longer afraid.




    Wim­pler drove around for a while and when it was ful­ly dark, he parked about a half-​mile

    from the es­tate. In­side the au­to, he changed in­to his in­vis­ible cloth­ing, treat­ed with

    what he now didn't mind call­ing WIMP—Wim­pler's In­vis­ible Metal­lic Paint.




    The edge of the road was lined with trees and El­mo walked be­hind the trees in the dark,

    to­ward the es­tate.




    He moved through the shad­ows to­ward the house. Once he passed with­in two feet of a guard

    who was look­ing right at him but didn't see him. Wim­pler was tempt­ed to play games, to tap

    one on the shoul­der or to whis­per in one's ear, but he de­cid­ed to stick to busi­ness.




    It was all busi­ness. There was no pan­ic, no fear. Just a cold sense that this was what he

    had been put on earth to do. To kill.




    He en­tered the house through a side French door. Two men were in the dark­ness of the room,

    but they did not see him.




    "The door's open,” one said.




    "Must have been the wind,” the oth­er said, and got up to close the door.




    Wim­pler scout­ed through the house, hid­ing in shad­ows, lis­ten­ing to con­ver­sa­tions.

    The po­lice, it seemed, liked the fed­er­al wit­ness no bet­ter than the mob did. Ev­ery­body

    seemed to wish some­one would just blow him away and save ev­ery­body a lot of trou­ble.




    El­mo Wim­pler was go­ing to save them a lot of trou­ble.




    He found his vic­tim in an up­stairs bed­room, sit­ting in a chair, watch­ing tele­vi­sion

    in the dark­ened room. Any­body who watched re­runs of “Gilli­gan's Is­land” de­served to die,

    El­mo thought.




    He qui­et­ly walked up be­hind the man, opened up the arms of his com­pres­sor de­vice,

    quick­ly clapped it to both sides of the man's head, and be­fore the man could move, de­pressed

    the trig­ger.




    There was a sharp hiss, the crack of bones, and a man with a head in pieces.




    Wim­pler went out through a win­dow and climbed care­ful­ly down a trel­lis to the dark side

    of the house. With­out look­ing back, he cut across the field, pass­ing near guards, head­ing

    for his car parked down the street. He had to re­sist the urge to shout ex­ul­tant­ly. He had

    done it. He had done it.




    He did not change from his WIMP in­vis­ible out­fit, but mere­ly took off the hood for his

    drive back to Brook­lyn.




    He reached the docks ear­ly, but so had Jack and Tony, and stand­ing in the shad­ows,

    Wim­pler heard their con­ver­sa­tion.




    “The guy did it, Tony. He did it. I heard it on the ra­dio.”




    “It's too bad we have to ice him, Jack. He's got style.”




    “I know. But if the man found out we farmed this out to an am­ateur ... for­get it,

    ba­by.”




    El­mo watched as each checked his gun, then slid it back in­to its shoul­der hol­ster.




    "You gen­tle­men are not very hon­est,” he said.




    Jack's head snapped around. He looked ques­tion­ing­ly in­to the dark, see­ing noth­ing.




    "Who said that?” Tony de­mand­ed.




    "I did,” Wim­pler said. As Tony reached for his gun, Wim­pler slid the in­vis­ible

    com­pres­sor over the man's head. A mo­ment lat­er, Tony was dead.




    Jack threw up on what was left of his body.




    "You can't see me, Jack, but I can see you,” Wim­pler said.




    "What do you want?” Jack gasped.




    “My mon­ey, Jack. That's what I want.”




    “Ten grand.”




    “Make it twen­ty for my ex­tra trou­ble. Go and get it. And bring it here. And if you try

    any­thing fun­ny, you'll join your friend.”




    Pale and shak­ing, Jack nod­ded. Wim­pler watched him walk to his car, talk­ing to him­self.

    He knew the man would be back.




    He was, in less than half an hour, hold­ing twen­ty thou­sand dol­lars in cash in his hand.

    He saw it plucked from his hand, hang­ing in the air, seem­ing­ly of its own pow­er. But

    be­fore he had a chance to mar­vel too long, he joined his friend Tony in death.




    As he left the dock on At­lantic Av­enue, Wim­pler thought that not on­ly were Jack and Tony

    dead. There was an­oth­er body back on that dock too.




    The wimp was dead.


  




  

    Chapter Four





    Up­stairs was get­ting less and less rea­son­able, Re­mo thought, as he drove up to­ward

    White Plains.




    Get­ting rid of three hos­pi­tal or­der­lies all at once was no big deal, but what was the

    hur­ry about then hav­ing to race over and check the se­cu­ri­ty on some fed­er­al wit­ness? It

    couldn't wait un­til to­mor­row?




    Re­mo found the ad­dress in White Plains and turned his rent­ed Ford in­to the drive­way,

    ex­pect­ing to be stopped by guards.




    There were no guards.




    He drove up the long drive­way to the house and was not chal­lenged once. Sev­er­al men

    milled about on the front steps. They looked up as Re­mo walked to­ward them.




    "Any­body want to see my ID?” Re­mo asked.




    "What for?” one man asked. He was seat­ed on the top step, smok­ing a cigarette.




    "Se­cu­ri­ty,” Re­mo said.




    “What se­cu­ri­ty? There's noth­ing to se­cure, noth­ing to guard.” Then, as if sud­den­ly

    cu­ri­ous, the man asked, “Who are you any­way, pal?”




    “I was sent to check on your se­cu­ri­ty,” Re­mo said. “I have to tell you, so far you're a

    dou­ble Dmi­nus.”




    "Our client won't mind any­more,” the man said. The oth­er men on the steps chuck­led.




    Re­mo went in­side and fol­lowed the noise up­stairs, where he found a gang of fed­er­al

    of­fi­cers and lo­cal po­lice milling around the front bed­room.




    On the floor were pieces of the fed­er­al wit­ness's head. His body was two feet away from

    the pieces.




    "You guys couldn't guard a parked car,” Re­mo growled, wheeled around, and walked to­ward

    the door of the room. It was all he need­ed, to lis­ten to Up­stairs bitch­ing about the dead

    wit­ness.




    There had been ten years of lis­ten­ing to Up­stairs bitch. Ev­er since Re­mo Williams, a

    young Newark po­lice­man, was framed for a mur­der he didn't com­mit, sent to an elec­tric

    chair that didn't work, and signed up to work for CURE, a se­cret agen­cy that didn't ex­ist.

    CURE was meant to fight crim­inals with­out hav­ing to wor­ry about the con­sti­tu­tion­al

    re­stric­tions against un­fair tac­tics that seemed to tie the hands of ev­ery po­lice

    de­part­ment in the coun­try. Re­mo was to be CURE's en­force­ment arm.




    His boss was Dr. Harold W. Smith, the on­ly di­rec­tor CURE had ev­er had, a man so rigid

    and rock­hard, that even now, af­ter ten years, Re­mo still had no idea what was on the man's

    mind at any time.




    It had been ten years of work and ten years of train­ing. Train­ing at the hands of an

    eighty-​year-​old Ko­re­an, Chi­un, the lat­est Mas­ter of the House of Sinan­ju, an ages-​old

    house of as­sas­sins from Ko­rea. Re­mo had tak­en the train­ing, and he had learned it was

    more than train­ing. It had not so much changed what he could do. It had changed what he was.

    And in that chang­ing, it had giv­en him the pow­er to be more than man. And still, some­times,

    he would have trad­ed it all for a wom­an and chil­dren and a place to live that wasn't a

    ho­tel room.




    * * * *




    Chi­un's hands were bridged in front of his eyes, fin­ger­tip to fin­ger­tip and, as Re­mo

    en­tered the ho­tel room the an­cient Ko­re­an did not look up. His gold­en ki­mono, draped

    around his slight body, looked like an el­egant pile of laun­dry on the floor.




    "Have you made it pos­si­ble for old peo­ple to die in peace?” he asked.




    “Yes.” Re­mo said. “There was a sur­prise.”




    "What was that?” Chi­un said, still study­ing his fin­ger­tips.




    “The lead­er was a wom­an.”




    "And she was young and pret­ty,” Chi­un said.




    “Yes.”




    “And this sur­pris­es you?”




    “Well, I fig­ured some fat guy with a beer bel­ly and a book­ie bill he couldn't pay.”




    Chi­un low­ered his hands, shook his head, and looked to­ward Re­mo. “You nev­er learn,” he

    said. “All wom­en are killers, and the young, pret­ty ones are the worst be­cause they think

    their beau­ty is their li­cense to kill. You taught her re­spect for her el­ders?"




    "I showed them what it was like to have their plugs pulled,” Re­mo said.




    “Isn't it iron­ic,” Chi­un said, “that some­one like you, the most dis­re­spect­ful of men,

    should be dis­patched to teach some­one else re­spect for their el­ders?”




    “I re­spect you, Chi­un. Hon­est.”




    “How eas­ily the lies spring to your lips,” Chi­un said. “Like the dew sud­den­ly

    ap­pear­ing on the morn­ing lily.”




    “All right, you're on the snot. Who got you there? Smit­ty called, right?”




    Chi­un nod­ded slow­ly. “Yes. The Em­per­or called. He seemed very up­set with you. And well

    he should be. He is your Em­per­or, Re­mo, and yet you do noth­ing he tells you."




    “I did ev­ery­thing tonight he told me to do.”




    “Yes? And at the Plains of White?”




    “Plains of White?” Re­mo said aloud. “Plains ... White Plains, right. He want­ed me to look

    at the se­cu­ri­ty for a fed­er­al wit­ness.”




    “And?”




    “And there was a prob­lem,” Re­mo said. “The wit­ness was dead when I got there.”




    “The Em­per­or seems to think you have gone mad. He lec­tured me on telling you to keep your

    in­struc­tions straight. Are you sure you didn't...?”




    “Dead when I got there, Chi­un,” in­sist­ed Re­mo. “Some se­cu­ri­ty. Some­body goofed

    good.”




    "Prob­ably some­body young,” Chi­un said.




    When Re­mo and Chi­un ar­rived at the Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York, on­ly

    fif­teen min­utes from their ho­tel room, Dr. Harold W. Smith was stand­ing in his of­fice, his

    hands clasped be­hind his back, star­ing out the one-​way glass at the dark­ness of Long

    Is­land Sound. Even from be­hind, with­out see­ing Smith's face, Re­mo could tell that the CURE

    di­rec­tor was up­set.




    “What's the mat­ter, Smit­ty? Some­body in the kitchen take an ex­tra help­ing of

    straw­ber­ries?”




    Re­mo saw Smith's hands clench. He stood in front of Smith's desk. Chi­un sat in a

    hard­backed chair along­side the desk.




    Smith fi­nal­ly wheeled around. “I can't be­lieve you,” Smith snapped.




    "What the hell'd I do this time?” Re­mo asked.




    "How could you be so ... so...?” Smith strug­gled.




    "Id­iot­ic,” Chi­un of­fered.




    Smith shook his head. “So..."




    "Dopey,” sug­gest­ed Chi­un.




    "So care­less,” Smith fi­nal­ly sput­tered out.




    "I liked dopey bet­ter,” Chi­un said.




    “How could you get two as­sign­ments fouled up? I sup­pose you spent the night

    body­guard­ing some homi­ci­dal hos­pi­tal or­der­lies?”




    Re­mo shook his head.




    “An ex­pla­na­tion,” Smith said. “Is that too much to ask for? One that makes some sense?

    Two im­por­tant as­sign­ments and you mix them up.” Smith leaned on the back of his desk chair.

    “We've lost a very im­por­tant fed­er­al wit­ness now, be­cause you couldn't keep as­sign­ments

    straight in your mind. Why in God's name did you kill Romeo?”




    "Are you fin­ished?” Re­mo asked.




    “Show re­spect,” Chi­un scold­ed him. “This is your Em­per­or.” He turned to Smith with a

    nod. “Con­tin­ue, Em­per­or.”




    "I'm fin­ished,” Smith said. Both he and Chi­un looked at Re­mo.




    "I didn't kill Romeo,” Re­mo said.




    "No? Then who did? Chi­un?” said Smith.




    “Not me,” Chi­un said. “I have learned in many years that you on­ly want me to re­move those

    you want me to re­move. I no longer try to guess who they are. Any­way, this was prob­ably

    slop­py and you know that an ex­ecu­tion by a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is a work of art. A thing of

    beau­ty. A...”




    “Ex­cuse me, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed, “but I don't think Smit­ty re­al­ly

    sus­pects you, so please let me de­fend my­self.”




    Chi­un glared at Re­mo for the in­ter­rup­tion but re­mained silent.




    "Why do you think it was me?” Re­mo said.




    “Who else? Who else could get to that house through two dozen guards and enough guard dogs

    for a breed­ing ken­nel. Who else could have crushed his skull in­to pieces? Pieces all over

    the room?”




    “Well, first of all, it wasn't me. Sec­ond of all, those hos­pi­tal peo­ple are dead. If

    they haven't re­port­ed it yet to the po­lice, have them check the clothes clos­et in the

    or­der­lies’ room on the third floor.”




    Smith paused, as if con­sid­er­ing Re­mo's state­ments. He sat back down, made a phone call,

    spoke a few mo­ments, and then hung up.




    He stared at the re­ceiv­er in his hand.




    "They found the bod­ies in the hos­pi­tal,” he said.




    "Am I off the hook?” Re­mo said.




    "The tele­phone is off the hook,” Chi­un said. He point­ed a long fin­ger­nail at the

    re­ceiv­er and Smith hung it back up.




    "If not you, who? Who else could have that kind of pow­er?” Smith asked.




    "We know it wasn't me. That's a start,” Re­mo said.




    "I nev­er sus­pect­ed you for a mo­ment,” Chi­un said.




    “I ap­pre­ci­ate your faith, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    "Faith comes nat­ural­ly to a great Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    So does greed, thought Re­mo, re­mem­ber­ing the shipload of gold that went to Chi­un's

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju ev­ery year, as pay­ment for train­ing Re­mo. But he kept the

    ob­ser­va­tion to him­self.




    In­side Smith's desk, Re­mo could hear ma­chin­ery whirring. Smith touched a but­ton and a

    com­put­er con­sole lift­ed up from the desk. It flick­ered on and as Re­mo watched, Smith's

    face was bathed in a green glow as he read the in­for­ma­tion that the CURE com­put­er was

    send­ing him.




    Fi­nal­ly, he sighed, pressed an­oth­er but­ton and the con­sole re­ced­ed in­to the

    desk.




    He looked at Re­mo. “Po­lice in Brook­lyn have found the bod­ies of two men on a pier there.

    They were killed the same way as the fed­er­al wit­ness, Romeo."




    "And now there are three,” said Re­mo.




    “And now there is trou­ble,” Smith said. “There is some sort of strange pow­er at work here.

    Ca­pa­ble of mov­ing around with­out be­ing seen. Ca­pa­ble of crush­ing a man's skull. And we

    bet­ter find out who it is.”




    “The two guys in Brook­lyn?” Re­mo asked. “Any­thing there for a lead?”




    “Just some drunk on the pier. He said he was sleep­ing be­hind box­es and he peeked out when

    he heard voic­es and he saw two men talk­ing to a man who wasn't there. And the man he couldn't

    see was an­swer­ing them.”




    “Two peo­ple. Three voic­es,” Re­mo said. “One of them prob­ably be­longed to the drunk's

    pink ele­phant.”




    “Then we'd bet­ter find that pink ele­phant,” Smith said caus­ti­cal­ly, “be­cause he's got

    a way to crush peo­ple's skulls.”




    "Who were the vic­tims in Brook­lyn?” Re­mo asked.




    “Two small-​time hoods. But mem­bers of the Mafia fam­ily that had put out the con­tract on

    Romeo.”




    "You think they're con­nect­ed?” Re­mo asked.




    “It cer­tain­ly seems that way,” Smith said. “Three peo­ple with skulls shat­tered like

    wal­nut shells. It's no co­in­ci­dence.”




    “Good,” Re­mo said. “Let all the gang guys get killed off. It saves us work.”




    "We can't as­sume that that's what is go­ing on,” Smith said.




    "Of course, we can­not as­sume that,” Chi­un chid­ed Re­mo. “What a dopey as­sump­tion.” He

    looked pleased that he had fi­nal­ly been able to slip “dopey” in­to the con­ver­sa­tion.




    Smith nod­ded. “Con­sid­er­ing our present sit­ua­tion—the na­tion's sit­ua­tion—we can't

    af­ford to make any as­sump­tions at all."




    "What sit­ua­tion?” Re­mo asked sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “The pres­ence of the for­mer Emir of Bis­la­mi.”




    "Oh, him,” Re­mo said.




    “He comes from a good fam­ily,” Chi­un said. “Bis­la­mi was al­ways one of the fa­vorites of

    our house. Did I ev­er tell you about the time dur­ing the year of the great wind when...?”




    Smith in­ter­rupt­ed and was re­ward­ed with a glare.




    “The new rulers of Bis­la­mi have placed a ten-​mil­lion-​dol­lar price tag on his

    head.”




    "Where is he now?” Re­mo said.




    “He's on an is­land off the coast of New Jer­sey were he's hop­ing to stay un­til he dies a

    nat­ural death. Pri­vate­ly, his doc­tors say that shouldn't be too long. But that isn't all.

    There are left-​wing groups in Amer­ica who want to kill him. The Rus­sians want to prove to

    the world that the Unit­ed States can't pro­tect its own friends. The to­tal price on his head

    might be twen­ty mil­lion dol­lars.”




    "What has this got to do with our skull-​crush­er?” Re­mo said.




    “Well, sup­pose this. Sup­pose the man who killed Romeo was a con­tract killer, hired by

    those thugs in Brook­lyn. And sup­pose he killed them af­ter­wards to guard his

    iden­ti­ty.”




    “Yeah? So what?”




    “Well, if he is a con­tract killer, how long do you think it's go­ing to be be­fore he takes

    a con­tract on the Emir?”




    "I know what this is lead­ing up to,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes, you do.”




    "We have to keep the Emir alive un­til he dies,” Re­mo said.




    "Ex­act­ly,” Smith said.




    “That makes mar­velous sense,” Re­mo said dis­gust­ed­ly. “You know ... twen­ty mil­lion

    dol­lars could hire a Kamikaze squad, who'd sac­ri­fice them­selves to get the Emir. An at­tack

    like that couldn't miss.”




    "Maybe,” said Smith.




    “You want Chi­un and me to pro­tect him?”




    “Not ex­act­ly,” Smith said. “First, I want you to go and check his se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “I hope it's bet­ter than the se­cu­ri­ty on Romeo, or the Emir's prob­ably al­ready

    dead.”




    Smith winced. “Don't even joke about that. The Pres­ident wants the Emir of Bis­la­mi kept

    alive at all costs."




    "Un­til he dies,” Re­mo said.




    "That's cor­rect,” said Smith.




    “Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “I don't un­der­stand why you have such trou­ble fol­low­ing even

    sim­ple things. The Em­per­or is be­ing per­fect­ly clear.”




    “Thank you, Chi­un,” said Smith. He turned back to Re­mo. “Go check the Emir's se­cu­ri­ty.

    See if you can find any holes. And then I want you to get this skull-​crush­er killer. We can't

    wait for him to come to take his shot at the Emir. Find him first.”




    "It shall be as you wish, Em­per­or,” said Chi­un.




    Re­mo nod­ded. “But if he's dead when we get there, it's not our fault."




    "Just go,” said Smith, winc­ing again.


  




  

    Chapter Five





    They sat in the open cock­pit of a Coast Guard launch car­ry­ing them from Sandy Hook to the

    Emir's is­land hide­away. Re­mo said, “You're very qui­et, Chi­un."




    “I see,” Chi­un said. “When I am speak­ing, you in­ter­rupt me. Then, when I am qui­et, you

    wish me to speak. So you may in­ter­rupt me again?”




    “Don't bick­er,” Re­mo said. “Some­thing's nib­bling at you. What is it?”




    “You are cor­rect. Some­thing is both­er­ing me. It is an un­paid debt, owed to my vil­lage

    by the an­ces­tors of this Emir of Bis­la­mi. His an­ces­tors were among the most

    fru­gal...”




    “They were cheap? With all their wealth?”




    "In­ter­rupt­ing me is get­ting to be a way of life with you,” Chi­un said.




    “I'm sor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Please con­tin­ue.”




    “Thank you. It is a sim­ple sto­ry. One I tried to tell back in Em­per­or Smith's of­fice.

    But no one would lis­ten.”




    "I'm lis­ten­ing al­ready,” Re­mo said.




    “This hap­pened many years ago, by your reck­on­ing, when the Greek­ling ruled much of the

    East.”




    “The Greek­ling?”




    “Yes. Alexan­der, I be­lieve his name was. Any­way, Mas­ter Ding of Sinan­ju was

    com­mis­sioned by the Bis­lam­ic throne to re­move its most dan­ger­ous of en­emies. Mas­ter

    Ding did so, but when he re­turned to col­lect his pay­ment, he found that the Emir, who had

    re­tained him, had died peace­ably in his sleep. His son, the new Emir, re­fused to pay,

    say­ing the debt died with his fa­ther. It has been owed ev­er since. Why do you look so

    sur­prised?”




    "It was re­al­ly a sim­ple sto­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “Did I not say it was?”




    "Yes, but you al­ways say that, then you go on for­ev­er and you end with some proverb that

    is to­tal­ly con­fus­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “I nev­er con­fuse. You are al­ways con­fused.”




    “What?”




    “Ex­act­ly,” Chi­un said. “A won­der­ful demon­stra­tion of my point.”




    “Chi­un, are you go­ing to hold the Emir re­spon­si­ble for his an­ces­tor's debts?”




    “I do not know. He is not the present monarch of his coun­try. On the oth­er hand, if he

    wants to re­turn to his throne, he can hard­ly make much of a moral case if he goes around

    re­fus­ing to pay his em­pire's just and righ­teous debts. I will have to de­cide.”




    “Let me know what you de­cide.”




    Chi­un nod­ded, then stared straight ahead at the shore­line of the small is­land, to­ward

    which the Coast Guard launch was rac­ing.




    They dropped ashore, off the launch, on the un­in­hab­it­ed side of the is­land. The main

    house faced in to­ward shore, and Re­mo had de­cid­ed that the best way to test se­cu­ri­ty

    would be to try to get to the Emir with­out no­ti­fy­ing any­one they were there.




    They moved up the slop­ing sand dune and through the scruffy clumps of ocean grass

    noise­less­ly.




    Chi­un touched Re­mo's shoul­der and when Re­mo turned, the old man point­ed to a sound

    de­tec­tor wired in­to a bush. Re­mo nod­ded. It was clum­sy but prob­ably ef­fec­tive against

    most. Of course it would not be ef­fec­tive against prac­ti­tion­ers of Sinan­ju, for one of

    the first things learned, and one of the most im­por­tant lessons drilled in­to his head by

    Chi­un, had been mov­ing noise­less­ly.




    “When one is silent,” Chi­un had said, “he has time to re­pair his mis­takes. And hav­ing

    watched you train, you will need all the time you can get.” And then he had set out a trail of

    peanut shells and crum­pled pa­per and glass mar­bles and forced Re­mo to run across them, at

    top speed, with­out mak­ing a sound. And when Re­mo had com­plained af­ter days of train­ing

    that grew in­to months, Chi­un had said sim­ply: “No one whips the silent dog. Run.”




    By the time they had reached the top of the rise and could see the large house, they had run

    across elec­tri­fied fences, mine fields, elec­tric-​eye alert sys­tems, and rolls of barbed

    wire. Re­mo was im­pressed. It had not stopped him and Chi­un, but noth­ing would have.

    Ba­si­cal­ly, the se­cu­ri­ty was not all that bad. If the per­son­nel had any train­ing, Re­mo

    might even rate se­cu­ri­ty as good.




    Fi­nal­ly, he and Chi­un strolled across the hun­dred yard open field that led to the rear

    of the man­sion.




    A guard on the door saw them and Re­mo and Chi­un could hear him shout in­side the house.

    Eight mem­bers of the Emir's per­son­al guard poured from the house and raced to­ward them,

    ri­fles and hand­guns at the ready.




    "Halt,” one of them or­dered.




    “Why does ev­ery­body say ‘Halt'?” Re­mo asked Chi­un. “Why not just say ‘Stop'?”




    "I al­ways like what they say in po­lice movies,” Chi­un said. “'Hold it right there,

    pard­ner.’”




    "You've got them mixed up again,” Re­mo said. He was go­ing to ex­plain when he felt his

    ribs nudged by a ri­fle bar­rel.




    He turned and ad­dressed the man with the most braid on his com­ic-​opera uni­form.




    “We are from the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment, sent to as­sist in the se­cu­ri­ty for the

    Emir.”




    "We were not in­formed that your gov­ern­ment was send­ing any­one,” the braid­ed man said.

    He wore a flat-​topped, pi­lot-​type hat, and strings of greasy hair hung out from be­low the

    brim.




    “We asked that you not be no­ti­fied. We want­ed to test your de­fens­es for our­selves. As

    you can see, we are here.”




    Slow­ly, im­per­cep­ti­bly, the eight guards had sur­round­ed Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Where is a U.S. rep­re­sen­ta­tive?” Re­mo said. “He can check our cre­den­tials.”




    “We are per­fect­ly ca­pa­ble of check­ing your cre­den­tials our­selves,” the lead­er said.

    “We do not ap­pre­ci­ate this in­tru­sion.”




    Re­mo raised his hands in a ges­ture of want­ing to rea­son with the spokesman. “Now

    lis­ten,” he start­ed. One of the guards mis­took the raised hands as an act of ag­gres­sion

    and swung at Re­mo with the stock of his ri­fle. No one but Chi­un saw Re­mo move, but

    sud­den­ly the man was sail­ing over the heads of the oth­er guards. He land­ed, breath­less

    but un­hurt, in a clump of bush­es.




    "I don't want to hurt any­body,” Re­mo said.




    "You will not hurt us,” the lead­er said, al­though with more con­fi­dence than he felt. He

    looked be­hind him at his sol­dier, a hand-​picked, trained sol­dier, slow­ly lift­ing him­self

    from the bush­es. He had not even seen the man move to touch the sol­dier. Yet he must have

    moved. Still, how had he man­aged to throw the man so far?




    For a split sec­ond, there was a stale­mate and then a wom­an stepped out on­to the rear

    porch of the house.




    She had long red hair and equal­ly red lips. Her fig­ure was full, but youth­ful, shown off

    neat­ly by a peas­ant blouse and a pair of de­sign­er jeans, which dif­fered from

    non-​de­sign­er jeans on­ly by a la­bel sewn on­to the right rear waist­band.




    Re­mo heard some­one whis­per, “Princess Sar­ra."




    The Emir's younger sis­ter.




    A Princess in jeans, Re­mo thought. It struck him as fun­ny. The Emir had been over­thrown

    by a lot of slo­ga­neer­ing, march­ing stu­dents, many of them wom­en who had been al­lowed

    in­to col­lege for the first time by the Emir's mod­ernism. They too wore West­ern garb and

    lis­tened to rock-'n'-roll. And they had ag­itat­ed for the Emir's over­throw, call­ing his

    regime “op­pres­sive.” They had fi­nal­ly got­ten their wish. The Emir had left the coun­try.

    It had been tak­en over by a band of re­li­gious zealots who im­me­di­ate­ly pro­hib­it­ed

    wom­en from wear­ing West­ern cloth­ing. Wom­en were al­so pro­hib­it­ed from at­tend­ing

    col­lege. When the ones who had protest­ed the Emir's “op­pres­sion” had tried to march to

    protest these new rul­ings, they were beat­en and raped in the streets.




    As the Princess Sar­ra ap­proached them, Re­mo saw that she was no child, but a ma­ture

    wom­an, prob­ably near­ing forty. But she walked erect, re­gal­ly and proud­ly, and Re­mo felt

    a stir­ring in­side him­self that for a mo­ment he could not iden­ti­fy as ei­ther re­spect or

    lust.




    She caught his eyes and held them. A half-​smile formed on her lips.




    Re­mo nod­ded. He had de­cid­ed. It was lust.




    "Stand aside,” she told the lead­er of the guards.




    “But, Princess...”




    “Go in­side. Bring out the Amer­ican agent in charge. Go now, fool, be­fore these two men

    de­stroy my broth­er's vaunt­ed Roy­al Guards.”




    The man bowed and backed off.




    "Your name?” the Princess asked Re­mo.




    “Re­mo.”




    “On­ly roy­al­ty has one name. Re­mo what?”




    “Re­mo Schwartzeneg­ger,” said Re­mo. “And this is Chi­un. One name on­ly.”




    "Your com­pan­ion?” she asked.




    Re­mo shook his head. “Much more,” was all he said. From the cor­ner of his eyes, he saw

    that Chi­un was pleased with the an­swer.




    “You claim to be rep­re­sen­ta­tives of your gov­ern­ment?”




    “We are.”




    "We will see,” Princess Sar­ra said.




    They stood, eyes locked, and Re­mo could feel doors open­ing in­side of him, doors that he

    had thought were closed for good. Princess Sar­ra had green eyes. Her waist was in­cred­ibly

    slim. Re­mo want­ed to look at her bo­som, but he felt that some­how it would seem in­sult­ing.

    He looked any­way and Princess Sar­ra smiled.




    The lead­er of the guards reap­peared from in­side the house, along with a har­ried look­ing

    man in a tweed suit with a wide ray­on tie. He was short and fat and fifty.




    "What's this, what's this?” the man de­mand­ed, ap­proach­ing the group.




    Princess Sar­ra eyed the man with dis­tinct dis­ap­proval as he stopped along­side her.




    "What's go­ing on?” he asked.




    Re­mo took out the iden­ti­fi­ca­tion card that Smith had giv­en him for this pur­pose and

    showed it to the man. The man in­spect­ed it care­ful­ly, look­ing at both sides of the card

    which bore the names of Re­mo Schwartzeneg­ger and Chi­un.




    "Well?” the Princess asked.




    "It seems to be in or­der,” the man ad­mit­ted.




    “Seems to be? Don't you know?”




    “Well, I ... it looks okay. I don't...”




    “We will take these men in­side while you check fur­ther with your gov­ern­ment,” she said.

    She turned to Chi­un. “Will you step in­side?”




    “Thank you,” Chi­un said. “I am old and frail and my peo­ple are so poor be­cause of un­paid

    debts that...”




    "Don't start, Chi­un,” cau­tioned Re­mo. “We'd be de­light­ed to come in­side,” he told the

    Princess.




    Again, the half-​smile formed on her full lips and she turned and walked to­ward the house.

    Re­mo watched her but­tocks un­du­late as he fol­lowed her. She was a tall wom­an in her high

    heel boots, stand­ing al­most as tall as Re­mo him­self.




    He did not mind at all. He liked tall wom­en.




    And short wom­en.




    The Amer­ican agent tried to keep at the Princess's side, but her dis­dain for him and his

    com­pa­ny was ob­vi­ous. In­side, she led them to a sit­ting room while the agent went off to

    check out Re­mo and Chi­un's sto­ry.




    "You can't go,” she told the Roy­al Guard who had start­ed to crowd in­to the room af­ter

    them.




    They hes­itat­ed. Their lead­er be­gan to speak.




    "Out,” Princess Sar­ra or­dered in a tone that al­lowed no dis­cus­sion, and the men

    du­ti­ful­ly filed out.




    "Be seat­ed,” the Princess told Re­mo and Chi­un in a voice that was an in­vi­ta­tion, even

    though the words them­selves were a com­mand.




    Re­mo took a cush­ion from the couch and dropped it on the floor for Chi­un. While Chi­un

    set­tled him­self cross-​legged on the cush­ion, Re­mo re­laxed back on­to the couch. He felt

    Chi­un's eyes on him, even as he looked at Princess Sar­ra. He knew he was in for an­oth­er

    lec­ture, Num­ber 912 in Chi­un's Cat­alog: “How wom­en di­lute the abil­ity of a Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju to per­form at any lev­el of con­sis­ten­cy.” To which Re­mo usu­al­ly de­liv­ered

    Pupil's Come­back Num­ber Two: “Who cares?"




    "Are you here to help my broth­er?” Sar­ra asked him.




    “We are what we said,” ex­plained Re­mo. “We came to ex­am­ine the se­cu­ri­ty of this

    is­land and to see if your broth­er is well pro­tect­ed.”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly, the se­cu­ri­ty is severe­ly flawed, for here you are.”




    "Not nec­es­sar­ily,” Re­mo said.




    “Ei­ther that,” she said, “or you two are ex­traor­di­nary kinds of men. Are you, Re­mo

    Schwartzeneg­ger?”




    Chi­un an­swered for him. “He isn't,” Chi­un said. “I am. Ac­tu­al­ly, he is kind of

    or­di­nary."




    An­oth­er man en­tered the room. He was tall and his hair was pitch-​black ex­cept for a

    sprin­kle of gray at the tem­ples. His eyes sparkled with in­ten­si­ty, and his mouth looked

    like a thin slit cut in pa­per. His skin was milk-​white. He wore a small beard.




    "Ex­cuse me, Princess,” he said.




    "Oh, Pakir. Come in.” She took the man's arm and guid­ed him to the cen­ter of the room.




    “We are not quite sure yet, Pakir, whether these gen­tle­men are our guests or our

    pris­on­ers. Al­though I have some doubt about our be­ing able to keep them pris­on­er if we

    want­ed to.”




    “So I've heard. For­tu­nate­ly we won't have to. We have checked with Wash­ing­ton and their

    au­tho­riza­tion to be here comes di­rect­ly from the White House.”




    “Well, then,” she said and the half-​formed smile that had been on her face for the past

    fif­teen min­utes blos­somed wide for Re­mo. “In that case, let me in­tro­duce our guests.

    Gen­tle­men, this is my broth­er's ... how do you say it ... right-​hand man, Perce Pakir.”




    “Re­mo Schwartzeneg­ger,” said Re­mo. He in­di­cat­ed his silent com­pan­ion. “This is

    Chi­un.”




    “A Chi­nese.”




    “Ko­re­an,” Re­mo said quick­ly—quick enough to save Pakir's life. “Please, don't make that

    mis­take again. He's very sen­si­tive.”




    "I apol­ogize for my ef­fron­tery,” Pakir said to Chi­un, bow­ing slight­ly at the waist.

    Chi­un glared, but in­clined his head, ac­knowl­edg­ing the apol­ogy.




    “It is ap­par­ent from your pres­ence that our se­cu­ri­ty mea­sures—and your coun­try's—are

    rather porous.”




    "We were just dis­cussing that,” Sar­ra said.




    "I must tell you that I do not ap­pre­ci­ate the way you have been treat­ing my men,” Pakir

    told the Princess.




    “In the first place,” Sar­ra told him cold­ly, “the Roy­al Guards are my broth­er's men, not

    yours. Sec­ond, I speak to whom I want, how I want. If you have crit­icisms, voice them to my

    broth­er, lat­er. I will not quar­rel with you in front of our guests.”




    “As you wish, Princess,” Pakir replied po­lite­ly. He nod­ded at Re­mo. “The Emir would like

    to see both of you.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un stood. Sar­ra told Re­mo, “I will join you af­ter I've changed. My broth­er

    does not ap­pre­ci­ate the dress of West­ern wom­en.” She ran her hands along the out­sides of

    her thighs. “I, on the oth­er hand, find it very com­fort­able."




    "See you lat­er, Princess,” Re­mo told her.




    She tossed her hair be­hind her shoul­ders and smiled broad­ly at him. “Yes. Lat­er,” she

    said.




    Re­mo and Pakir watched her walk from the room. Chi­un watched Re­mo watch­ing and shook his

    head sad­ly. Re­mo smiled at the old man and shrugged. Chi­un's ex­pres­sion re­mained

    im­pas­sive. But he slow­ly rose and fol­lowed Re­mo and Pakir from the room.


  




  

    Chapter Six





    Even ill, even propped up in bed on pil­lows, the Emir was roy­al­ty. He ex­ud­ed

    no­bil­ity. Re­mo no­ticed it even as he walked in­to the room.




    Chi­un was the on­ly oth­er man he had ev­er no­ticed to have that qual­ity.




    “Your High­ness,” Pakir said. “This is Mis­ter Re­mo Schwartzeneg­ger of the Unit­ed States

    Gov­ern­ment.”




    Again, the man had ig­nored Chi­un.




    “Your High­ness, this is Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “He is my com­pan­ion and very much more.”




    “Yes,” the Emir said. “I can see that. Thank you, Pakir. You may go.”




    “Your High­ness, I wish to point out...”




    The ema­ci­at­ed fig­ure in the bed waved a bony, weak hand at his aide-​de-​camp. “I am

    sure, Perce, that I shall be quite safe with these two gen­tle­men. Please leave us."




    "As you wish,” Pakir said. “I shall be alert, should you need me.” He bowed his way from the

    room.




    Chi­un was star­ing in­tent­ly at the man in the bed, and Re­mo hoped that the old Ko­re­an

    had not de­cid­ed to hold the de­posed monarch ac­count­able for that an­cient debt.




    “Please,” the Emir beck­oned. “Come clos­er, both of you. My voice no longer car­ries as it

    once did.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un moved for­ward to op­po­site sides of the bed, Chi­un still star­ing

    in­tent­ly at the Emir who seemed not to no­tice the scruti­ny he was un­der.




    "It dis­turbs me that you were able to breach our de­fens­es so eas­ily,” the Emir said.




    He was gray-​haired and in­cred­ibly thin. The skin on his face was loose, as if his skin

    had been a bal­loon which had sud­den­ly de­flat­ed. Re­mo could see that he was a very tall

    man, and at one time he must have been im­pos­ing, but now he was just bones and loose

    flesh.




    “It should not dis­turb Your High­ness,” Re­mo told him. “No one else could have got­ten

    through that se­cu­ri­ty so eas­ily. With a few sug­ges­tions from us, your se­cu­ri­ty should

    be tight enough to pro­tect you from ev­ery­thing short of an all-​out army at­tack.”




    The man in the bed laughed dry­ly, not by choice but as a by-​prod­uct of his ill­ness. “I

    don't think any­one wants me quite that bad­ly, yet."




    "I hope not,” Re­mo said and meant it.




    “Oh, no doubt there are many who would like to see me dead, but most of them would on­ly

    at­tempt my death if it were easy. As you know, the prospect of any ef­fort at all be­ing

    need­ed for a par­tic­ular task will al­ways make that task that much hard­er and

    un­de­sir­able.”




    "I guess that's true enough,” Re­mo said.




    “Ex­cept in the case of the fa­nat­ic,” Chi­un point­ed out. Re­mo and the Emir looked at

    him as he spoke. “Very of­ten, it is the dif­fi­cul­ty of the chal­lenge that will make the

    mis­sion that much more de­sir­able for the fa­nat­ic.”




    “Ex­cel­lent point,” the Emir said. “I salute an ob­vi­ous­ly su­pe­ri­or knowl­edge.”




    Sud­den­ly the man in bed was struck by some sort of pain. His face twist­ed in an­guish and

    then a cough­ing fit shook his body with spasms. Chi­un, speak­ing soft, com­fort­ing words in

    Ko­re­an, reached out and touched the ruler's chest, press­ing it along the ribs.




    The cough­ing stopped and the look on the Emir's face showed that the pain had gone, too.

    The con­tort­ed gri­mace of hurt had giv­en way to sur­prise, then de­light.




    "What ... what did you do?” he asked Chi­un.




    "A sim­ple ma­nip­ula­tion of mus­cles,” Chi­un said.




    “Are you then a physi­cian?”




    "Not in the strict sense of the word,” Re­mo an­swered for Chi­un.




    "But ob­vi­ous­ly you have some knowl­edge of medicine?” the Emir asked Chi­un.




    Chi­un nod­ded.




    The Emir moved around in bed, seek­ing a more com­fort­able po­si­tion. Re­mo felt he was

    al­so try­ing to come to some sort of de­ci­sion. When he lay still, he seemed to have made his

    de­ci­sion.




    "Will you ex­am­ine me?” he asked Chi­un.




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo who shrugged.




    "I do not know if I would be able to tell you any­thing dif­fer­ent from what your own

    physi­cians have al­ready told you,” Chi­un warned the Emir.




    “And none of my physi­cians has been able to do for me what you just did with a touch.

    Please. I would be for­ev­er in your debt if you would ex­am­ine me. No mat­ter what the

    re­sult.” The sick man's eyes met Chi­un's, held them a mo­ment, and then once again, he said

    “Please.”




    At that mo­ment, Princess Sar­ra en­tered the room, clad in a flow­ing silken robe, with a

    thick string of di­amonds around her neck.




    The Emir's face lit up as he saw her. “Sar­ra,” he called.




    “Yes, my broth­er.”




    “Be a good girl. Take Mis­ter Re­mo for a walk while his com­pan­ion and I have a pri­vate

    dis­cus­sion.”




    It sound­ed to Re­mo like a po­lite re­quest, but he was learn­ing that a roy­al re­quest,

    no mat­ter how po­lite­ly phrased, was a com­mand to be obeyed.




    Sar­ra bowed slight­ly. “As you wish, my broth­er. Please join me, Re­mo."




    "Lead on, Princess. I'll see you down­stairs, Chi­un.” But the old Ko­re­an seemed not to

    have heard him. He al­ready had his hands on the Emir's chest, press­ing gen­tly.




    Walk­ing side by side, Re­mo no­ticed that Sar­ra had re­moved her high-​heeled boots

    be­cause she was now no­tice­ably short­er than he was.




    "What is that about?” she asked him.




    “What?”




    “Your com­pan­ion and my broth­er.”




    "To be per­fect­ly hon­est, Princess, I don't ex­act­ly know,” Re­mo con­fessed.




    Sar­ra led him down­stairs, through the house and out on­to a mas­sive, front pa­tio of

    stone, sur­round­ed by an equal­ly mas­sive, over­grown gar­den. In the cen­ter of the gar­den

    was a large foun­tain. They sat on a stone bench look­ing at the wa­ter.




    "Do you live out here all the time?” Re­mo asked.




    “No, I have an apart­ment in New York City. Ac­tu­al­ly, I am here very lit­tle of the time.

    I get bored very eas­ily.”




    “Pakir seems as if he'd be able to get along with your not be­ing here. He seems to re­sent

    you.”




    “Pakir is in love with me,” she said, “but he has a great deal of pride. A wom­an should be

    a wom­an and not put her nose in men's af­fairs. Ac­tu­al­ly, I am not the least bit

    in­ter­est­ed in his af­fairs.” She turned to look at Re­mo and said, “I have my own af­fairs

    to think of.”




    She touched Re­mo's hand and then smiled.




    "What's fun­ny?” he said.




    "I would have ex­pect­ed sparks to leap from my hands to yours,” she said.




    "So would I,” said Re­mo. He moved clos­er to her and touched a spot on her back with his

    fin­ger­tips, ro­tat­ing them slight­ly. She arched her back like a stroked kit­ten.




    “I'd like you to come vis­it me,” she said, clos­ing her eyes to the slight pres­sure of

    Re­mo's fin­ger­tips. “At my apart­ment. Some time soon.”




    "Very soon,” Re­mo promised.




    When she opened her eyes again to look at him, she looked abrupt­ly past him, then

    straight­ened up stiffly. Re­mo fol­lowed her eyes and saw Chi­un watch­ing them im­pas­sive­ly

    from the ter­race.




    “You and he,” she ob­served. “You be­long to­geth­er, some­how.”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “We are joined by thou­sands of years of tra­di­tion.”




    "But leave him be­hind when you vis­it me in New York,” she said.




    "Your wish is my com­mand, sug­ar,” he said as he got up and walked to Chi­un.




    “What's the sto­ry, Chi­un? Will he make it?”




    Chi­un shook his head. “He will die, and much soon­er than ev­ery­one thinks."




    “You told him that?”




    "Do you think I am in­sen­si­tive? I told him that I could find noth­ing dif­fer­ent from

    the find­ings of his own physi­cians. He ac­cept­ed that.” Chi­un stared stolid­ly out at the

    sea.




    “You've been act­ing strange since we got here,” Re­mo said, “and even fun­nier since we met

    the Emir. Did you fi­nal­ly de­cide to hold him re­spon­si­ble for that debt?”




    Chi­un glared at him an­gri­ly. “Since you seem so con­cerned, I will tell you what is

    both­er­ing me.” He point­ed to­ward the ceil­ing with a bony, long-​nailed fin­ger. “That man

    is a great man, a great monarch. A Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knows a true monarch when he meets one.

    That man was born to rule and what has been hap­pen­ing to him these past few months is

    be­neath con­tempt. It is bet­ter that he die than live in ex­ile."




    “That's what hap­pens to peo­ple who trust the Unit­ed States. The quick­est way to the

    bone­yard is to fig­ure on us to help you out.” Re­mo paused. “Chi­un ... you didn't...”




    “I took no ac­tion to put him out of this mis­ery caused by your gov­ern­ment,” Chi­un said

    cold­ly. “I have told you, he will die soon enough.”




    Re­mo let his air out in a sigh of re­lief.




    “All right, then. Let's get Pakir and tell him how to beef up his se­cu­ri­ty and maybe we

    can give the Emir the op­por­tu­ni­ty to do just that.”


  




  

    Chapter Seven





    Re­mo's ad­vice to Perce Pakir was sim­ple.




    “Get dogs,” he said. “You've just got too much is­land to cov­er. If you put dogs on both

    flanks of the is­land, it'll force an in­vad­er to come in through the mid­dle. That way, your

    de­vices have a bet­ter chance of pick­ing him up.”




    Pakir lis­tened po­lite­ly but with­out en­thu­si­asm. His cool­ness didn't both­er Re­mo.

    When they got back, he would pass his rec­om­men­da­tion on to Smith and, whether he liked it

    or not, Perce Pakir would have dogs.




    The Coast Guard launch re­turned to pick them up at the main dock at the shore side of the

    is­land to take them to the Brook­lyn dock where the two hood­lums’ bod­ies had been found.




    Re­mo used the ship-​to-​shore tele­phone to reach Smith at his head­quar­ters in Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium.




    "How does it look?” Smith asked.




    “Not bad,” Re­mo said. “The chief of se­cu­ri­ty there doesn't like us, but I told him to

    get dogs.”




    "That's Pakir,” Smith said.




    “Right.”




    "I'll see they get dogs,” Smith said.




    "And who's the hoople there rep­re­sent­ing us?” Re­mo asked.




    “That's Agent Ran­disi.”




    "FBI?” asked Re­mo.




    “Yes.”




    “Check him out. He couldn't find his foot in­side his shoe. He wasn't even around when we

    were dis­cussing the se­cu­ri­ty with Pakir.”




    "How is the big man?” Smith said.




    Re­mo knew who he meant. “Im­pres­sive, but not long for this world. He'll die in bed."




    "If he has to die, that's the way I'd pre­fer it,” Smith said.




    “Did you find out any­thing about the men on the dock?”




    “They were shop­ping for an as­sas­sin to take out Romeo,” Smith said. “It ap­pears they

    found one.”




    "Any idea who?” Re­mo asked Smith.




    “No,” said Smith. “It might even have been an am­ateur. All the pro­fes­sion­als seemed to

    have been fright­ened off. See what you can find.”




    “Okay, Smit­ty.”




    They were al­most at their des­ti­na­tion when Re­mo broke off the con­nec­tion, and a few

    min­utes lat­er they were prowl­ing the smelly, dirty pier.




    "This looks like the spot, Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    "Look with more than your eyes, meat-​eater,” Chi­un said. There were dark stains in the

    wood of the dock, ap­par­ent­ly blood stains. Re­mo crouched down to look at them.




    "I don't even know what we're look­ing for,” Re­mo com­plained.




    Chi­un squat­ted next to him, look­ing over the area. He reached out with his hand and ran

    it over the stains.




    "Some­thing is stuck in the wood,” he said.




    Re­mo watched as Chi­un's skill­ful fin­gers dug at the wood of the dock and lift­ed it

    free.




    "There,” said Chi­un, hold­ing his hand open to Re­mo.




    "There what?” said Re­mo. All he could see was a black speck, a chip of some­thing in

    Chi­un's hand.




    "Have you ev­er seen any­thing that black?” Chi­un asked.




    "On­ly the in­side of a Chi­na­man's heart,” Re­mo said.




    “A wor­thy sen­ti­ment, but mist­imed. Pay at­ten­tion. Look at that chip of paint

    care­ful­ly.”




    “So it's very black,” Re­mo said. He looked again. “Very, very black. And again, so

    what?”




    “I have nev­er seen any­thing so black,” Chi­un said. “This re­flects no light at all.”




    “I re­al­ly don't get what this is all about.”




    “Some­thing that black would be in­vis­ible in the dark,” Chi­un said. “It would re­flect

    noth­ing back to the eye. Does that an­swer your ques­tion?”




    “You mean to tell me that we're deal­ing with a guy who has an in­vis­ible kind of paint?

    Some­body's paint­ing him­self in­vis­ible?”




    "It is pos­si­ble,” Chi­un said.




    “Je­sus,” said Re­mo. “Smit­ty's go­ing to love this one.”




    He had spent his life afraid of the dark, but now El­mo Wim­pler knew that the light was his

    en­emy. In the dark, in black­ness, he was God, a King, ruler of all he sur­veyed. But in the

    light, he would be just an­oth­er small man in a dark cloth suit. He would be a wimp again.




    Nev­er. Nev­er again.




    He had tast­ed pow­er, killing those three men—an in­cred­ible feel­ing of pow­er be­yond

    any­thing he had ev­er felt be­fore.




    He would not give up that pow­er. The pow­er to do any­thing. To buy any­thing. To have any

    wom­an. To de­cide life and death for oth­ers.




    His on­ly en­emy was the light.




    In the garage at­tached to his small home, Wim­pler in­spect­ed his black, in­vis­ibil­ity

    out­fit and found a small piece of paint had chipped off. He would have to work on that.

    Per­haps he could make the paint with a rub­ber or la­tex base so it would be flex­ible and

    would not crack or chip. He sprayed the flaked spot again.




    The out­fit was as good as new.




    He want­ed to use it again.




    He couldn't wait to use it again.




    And he knew just who to use it on.




    He had a cou­ple of debts to pay back.




    While the out­fit was dry­ing. he looked on his shelves for an in­ven­tion he had been

    work­ing on sev­er­al years be­fore. It was an elec­tron­ic os­cil­la­tor. Aimed at a pow­er

    source, it would jam the elec­tri­cal cur­rent, chang­ing its fre­quen­cy, and the surge of

    pow­er would blow out lights all along the line of the cir­cuit. It had worked but it had no

    com­mer­cial val­ue. Who would want to blow out lights?




    So Wim­pler had put it on a shelf and for­got­ten it. Un­til now. He found the small box and

    in­sert­ed a fresh, nine-​volt bat­tery. Then he aimed it at a small, night light he kept

    burn­ing in the garage. There was no sound, but sud­den­ly the light went off.




    El­mo Wim­pler laughed aloud. He sprayed the unit with his black in­vis­ibil­ity paint, and

    then be­gan to put on his spe­cial suit.




    It was time to vis­it his neigh­bors, Curt and Phyl­lis. He planned to spend a lit­tle more

    time with Phyl­lis than with Curt, though. He fig­ured to be done with Curt very quick­ly. Very

    quick­ly.




    Get­ting in­to the house was easy. The storm door to the rear hall­way was un­locked. He

    walked in and stood in the dark hall­way, watch­ing Phyl­lis do­ing the din­ner dish­es. He

    en­joyed the view. She was wear­ing a back­less hal­ter top and he ad­mired the arch of her

    spine as it sloped down to her be­hind which was clad on­ly in a pair of pink panties. Her long

    legs were cov­ered by a thin sheen of per­spi­ra­tion on the hot night. Her feet were bare, her

    an­kles trim and love­ly, and she was hum­ming a tune as she worked. Even with the teased hair

    and loud mouth, she was quite a wom­an. She had al­ways been El­mo's one main sex­ual

    fan­ta­sy. He had imag­ined him­self do­ing unimag­in­able things to her and tonight, af­ter he

    was done with Curt, he would do all of them.




    To his left were the base­ment steps and El­mo could hear Curt down there grunt­ing, do­ing

    his usu­al night­ly weight-​lifts. He took a last lin­ger­ing look at Phyl­lis's back and then

    went qui­et­ly down the steps to the base­ment.




    Curt was on his back do­ing bench press­es with a 150-pound bar­bell. As Wim­pler watched,

    Curt pushed the bar up over­head, locked his el­bows, then let the bar down to rest on his

    chest. When the bar­bell was over his head, El­mo aimed his pow­er os­cil­la­tor at the sin­gle

    over­head light. In­stant­ly, the cel­lar plunged in­to dark­ness.




    “Shit,” Curt growled. “Freak­ing light blew.”




    Wim­pler was al­ready stand­ing be­hind him, his skull-​crush­er out and open.




    "Curt,” he said soft­ly.




    "What? Who's there?” The fear in his voice gave Wim­pler al­most an elec­tric thrill down

    his spine.




    "Just vis­it­ing like a good neigh­bor,” Wim­pler said. He had the skull-​crush­er around

    Curt's head. “Good-​bye, neigh­bor,” he said, as he pressed the but­ton. He heard the ph­hh­hht

    of the com­pres­sor and then the crack­ing sound of Curt's skull.




    Curt did not even have time to yell.




    Wim­pler stood at the bot­tom of the steps.




    He held his hand over his mouth and called loud­ly, “Phyl­lis,” try­ing to im­itate Curt's

    loud roar.




    From the shad­ows he could see the wom­an stand­ing at the top of the cel­lar stairs.




    “Curt? Why's it dark down there?”




    Again muf­fling his voice, Wim­pler yelled, “Come on down."




    Game­ly, she came down the steps to the cel­lar. Wim­pler let her pass him, then ran

    noise­less­ly up the steps to close the top cel­lar door, to keep out all light.




    Then he was back down­stairs, in­vis­ible in the black­ness, stand­ing be­hind her.




    "Curt?” she called soft­ly. This time there was a lit­tle ques­tion in her voice.




    El­mo put his arms around her. She thought it was Curt. She purred.




    Wim­pler hit her along­side the head, just be­fore putting the gag in her mouth, just

    be­fore he went to work to make all his fan­tasies come true.


  




  

    Chapter Eight





    "An­oth­er one?” Re­mo asked.




    "Just like the oth­ers. Skull crushed,” Smith said. He gave Re­mo the Brook­lyn

    ad­dress.




    "Any­thing on that paint chip?” Re­mo asked.




    “Not yet. It's still in the lab­ora­to­ry. I'll let you know what we find out”




    Re­mo hung up and looked out the win­dow at Man­hat­tan. He had moved in­to this mid­town

    ho­tel to be close to Princess Sar­ra, and now he was off again to Brook­lyn.




    And he didn't like Brook­lyn. He had nev­er liked Brook­lyn. When he was a boy in the

    or­phan­age, the nuns had made them read a short sto­ry ti­tled “On­ly the Dead Know

    Brook­lyn."




    In a test, they had asked for the name of the sto­ry, and he had writ­ten, “On­ly the Dumb

    Like Brook­lyn.” For that smart-​ass an­swer, he had got­ten him­self rapped on the knuck­les

    with a ruler. He had re­sent­ed Brook­lyn ev­er since.




    When they ar­rived at the ad­dress, they saw a small, mild-​look­ing man walk­ing out of the

    house next door. He was car­ry­ing a card­board car­ton to a rent­ed Haul-​It-​Ur-​Self which

    was parked in front of his house.




    As the lit­tle man neared the van, he tripped and start­ed to fall. Re­mo reached out for

    the car­ton and helped the man main­tain his bal­ance. When Re­mo helped him get the heavy

    car­ton in­to the van, the lit­tle man turned to him and thanked him ef­fu­sive­ly.




    “Don't men­tion it,” Re­mo said. “Mov­ing out?”




    “Yes, sir. The crime rate is be­com­ing much too high in this area to go on liv­ing here.

    Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter what hap­pened next door.”




    "Do you know those peo­ple well?” Re­mo asked.




    El­mo Wim­pler shook his head. “Not re­al­ly. Just to say hel­lo in the morn­ing. You know,

    neigh­bor stuff.” He shook his head, as if still dis­be­liev­ing the facts. “What a ter­ri­ble

    thing to hap­pen. A mur­der right next door to my house."




    “Mur­der?” Re­mo asked. “I thought the po­lice still called it a ques­tion­able death.”




    “I don't know what they call it, but I know that Phyl­lis—that's Curt's wife—has been

    telling the whole neigh­bor­hood that he was mur­dered and she was ... uh, sex­ual­ly

    abused.”




    The lit­tle man looked em­bar­rassed even to say the words. Re­mo pitied him in­stant­ly.

    What kind of bor­ing life must this lit­tle man live?




    "Did you hear any nois­es last night?” Re­mo asked.




    “I didn't hear a thing, but I'm in bed ear­ly and I'm a very sound sleep­er. Phyl­lis says

    she screamed, but I didn't hear it. I'm re­al­ly sor­ry about that.”




    “Maybe you're lucky,” Re­mo said, pat­ting the man on the shoul­der. “You might have been

    the next vic­tim.”




    The man vis­ibly shud­dered. “I want to fin­ish my pack­ing,” he said quick­ly.




    “Go ahead. Thanks.”




    The lit­tle man went back to­ward the house and Re­mo joined Chi­un.




    "That lit­tle man does not like his neigh­bors,” the old Ko­re­an said.




    “Who does? Let's vis­it Phyl­lis.”




    Mourn­ing for her dead hus­band had not made Phyl­lis any more se­date in her choice of

    cloth­ing. She was wear­ing short shorts and a T-​shirt top when she an­swered the door. The

    body wasn't bad, Re­mo thought, and if on­ly she had tak­en care of her face, she might even

    have been pass­able-​look­ing.




    "Whad­dya want?” she de­mand­ed.




    "We're here about your hus­band,” Re­mo said.




    In spite of her re­cent loss, Phyl­lis looked twice at Re­mo and liked what she saw. He

    wasn't big, like Curt, but there was some­thing mas­cu­line about him, some­thing that made her

    tin­gle.




    "You a cop?” she asked.




    Re­mo smiled. “We're con­cerned with who killed your hus­band."




    Like most peo­ple, she had asked a ques­tion and not lis­tened to the an­swer. She as­sumed

    that Re­mo had said he was a cop. She looked at Chi­un. “He a cop, too?” she asked Re­mo.




    “Not ex­act­ly,” Re­mo said. “Much more than that.” He was re­ward­ed by a faint smile from

    Chi­un. “May we come in?”




    She thought about it for a mo­ment, then said, “I guess so,” and backed up. When Re­mo

    passed her, he de­lib­er­ate­ly brushed against her. Chi­un fol­lowed and she closed the door

    be­hind them.




    “Can I get you some­thing?” she asked. “Cof­fee? A drink?”




    “No thanks. We don't want to take up too much of your time. Could you show us where it

    hap­pened?”




    “I ... I don't want to go down there. I'll show you where it is. You can go down.”




    As she led them to the cel­lar steps, Re­mo no­ticed that the back storm door was

    un­locked.




    "That al­ways un­locked?” he asked.




    She stared at him wide-​eyed, then reached past him and flipped on the lock.




    “A bad habit,” she said. “One I guess I'll have to break.”




    Barn doors, thought Re­mo. She stayed in the kitchen as they went down­stairs.




    The po­lice had made a half-​heart­ed at­tempt to clean the blood and brains off the floor.

    There was a rum­pled blan­ket in a cor­ner and it was ob­vi­ous from the stains on it what it

    had been used for.




    Re­mo ef­fort­less­ly moved the bar­bells aside and ex­am­ined the stains on the floor.

    Chi­un was hunched over the blan­ket in the cor­ner.




    Af­ter a thor­ough in­ves­ti­ga­tion, last­ing at least four sec­onds, Re­mo stood up and

    said, “I don't see any­thing."




    With­out turn­ing, Chi­un said, “Come here, white thing."




    Re­mo went over and crouched next to him.




    “Find some­thing?”




    "Look.” Chi­un held out his hand. It was an­oth­er paint chip.




    “Ties it all to­geth­er,” Re­mo said. “Same killer. And we still don't know any­thing about

    him.”




    “We will learn,” Chi­un said. “Or at any rate, I will learn and I will tell you all about

    it.”




    Re­mo put the paint chip in his shirt pock­et and fol­lowed Chi­un up­stairs. Phyl­lis had

    fixed her face and hair while they were in the cel­lar. She didn't look half bad now, Re­mo

    thought. Un­less she was com­pared with Princess Sar­ra, in which case she was a dis­tant

    al­so-​ran.




    “Did you hear any­thing be­fore you heard your hus­band call you?”




    “No. Noth­ing.”




    "Were the lights on in the cel­lar?” Chi­un asked.




    “No. The light was out.”




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. “You've been very help­ful.”




    “If you need any­thing else, you just call,” she told Re­mo, smil­ing and touch­ing her

    teased hair. Then she seemed to re­mem­ber she was a very re­cent wid­ow and she touched her

    nose with her hand­ker­chief. She walked them to the door and whis­pered to Re­mo, “Is he

    re­al­ly a cop? You can tell me.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly,” Re­mo said, “He's a CIA agent, but that's very con­fi­den­tial.”




    "Wow,” Phyl­lis said. As they opened the door to the steps, they saw the lit­tle man next

    door, fin­ish­ing load­ing his van.




    "Him,” she snapped.




    "What about him?” Re­mo asked.




    “If these crim­inals didn't think that all the hous­es were owned by pis­sy-​faced lit­tle

    wimps like him. this kind of thing wouldn't hap­pen. Curt would still be alive.”




    Was she ac­tu­al­ly try­ing to blame that help­less, in­no­cent lit­tle guy next door for

    her hus­band's death, Re­mo won­dered.




    “I'm sure you're right,” he said. “Thank you for your time.”




    “Least I could do,” she said. “Call me if you need me.” She put an ex­tra em­pha­sis on the

    word “need.”




    "Sure will,” Re­mo said. As he and Chi­un start­ed down the walk, she stepped out and be­gan

    yelling.




    “Lit­tle noth­ing. Why couldn't it have been you in­stead of Curt, you lit­tle

    noth­ing?”




    Re­mo looked over at the lit­tle man who was just stand­ing there, star­ing at the

    scream­ing wom­an.




    Poor lit­tle guy.




    Af­ter Re­mo and Chi­un had driv­en off, El­mo Wim­pler reached in­to his jack­et pock­et

    and took out a small, pink, flim­sy piece.




    He shook it out and held it up in plain sight. It was a pair of pink, wom­an's panties.




    Af­ter dis­play­ing it for a few sec­onds, he kissed it and threw it in­to one of the

    car­tons in the back of the van.




    Phyl­lis had caught the whole scene. She held her breath. Her panties had been ripped off

    her the night be­fore by the phan­tom rapist-​mur­der­er.




    But no, it couldn't be. Not Wim­pler.




    She watched as he locked up his house and went back to the van. Be­fore get­ting in, he

    turned her way and threw her a wave and a kiss.




    No, she thought, hug­ging her arms. It couldn't be. It just couldn't be.


  




  

    Chapter Nine





    There were a lot of con­tracts to fill and a lot of mil­lions to make in his new

    pro­fes­sion, but first El­mo Wim­pler had one more per­son­al piece of busi­ness to take care

    of.




    Ac­tu­al­ly, three pieces of busi­ness.




    The three own­ers of the Friends of In­ven­tors were in their of­fice late, study­ing the

    books on the week's take, when sud­den­ly the lights in the room went out.




    The door to the room opened and closed quick­ly.




    Ernie, sit­ting in the mid­dle of the ta­ble, heard a grunt from the part­ner on his right

    and felt some­thing wet strike him on the shoul­der. He turned to look at his part­ner and in

    the dim­ness of the of­fice, he saw his part­ner had on­ly half a head. And the wet stuff,

    sud­den­ly he knew, was blood.




    He turned to his left, in time to hear a ph­hh­hht sound and the snap of bone and his

    part­ner's grunt as his half-​head slumped for­ward and hit the large, oak­en ta­ble.




    "What the fuck,” he said, jump­ing up from his seat and look­ing around him. He saw

    noth­ing.




    "Sor­ry I couldn't come up with any­thing in mauve,” a voice said to him from out of the

    empti­ness.




    "Who's that?” Ernie stut­tered.




    He felt him­self pushed from be­hind. He turned quick­ly but no one was there.




    "I'm go­ing apeshit nuts,” he said aloud.




    "Ev­er sell that car of yours?” the dis­em­bod­ied voice asked.




    Some­thing slapped Ernie in the face, but again there was no one to see.




    "I'm dream­ing,” he said.




    "No, you're not,” the voice said.




    "What is this?” Ernie de­mand­ed in a voice made loud with fear.




    "Just think mauve,” the voice said. Ernie felt some kind of touch on his head and just

    be­fore he died, he re­mem­bered the meet­ing they had had with the wimpy look­ing guy with the

    fun­ny black paint.




    “No. It couldn't be him. Could it?”




    Ph­hh­hh­hht. Crack.




    "Three more?” Re­mo asked Smith from the phone in his New York ho­tel room, over­look­ing

    Cen­tral Park.




    “That's right,” said Smith and gave Re­mo the ad­dress of the Friends of In­ven­tors. “It's

    a pho­ny op­er­ation that takes mon­ey from would-​be in­ven­tors but it doesn't mar­ket

    any­thing.”




    "All crushed skulls?” Re­mo asked.




    “Cor­rect,” Smith said. “But there was some­thing else too. There was a note writ­ten in

    mauve-​col­ored paint on the ta­ble.”




    "What'd the note say?” Re­mo asked.




    "It said, ‘This is the last one I do for free.’”




    "And an­oth­er am­ateur suc­cumbs to the lure of mon­ey and turns pro,” Re­mo said.




    “And for a pro, the on­ly game in town is the Emir of Bis­la­mi,” Smith said. “Chi­un was

    right about the paint by the way. It's a spe­cial metal­lic com­pound that ab­sorbs all light

    hit­ting it.”




    “Would it make some­one in­vis­ible?”




    “In the dark,” Smith said. “All you could see is a black out­line against a lighter

    back­ground. But you couldn't pick up any de­tails be­cause they wouldn't send any light to

    your eye.”




    “But in day­light?”




    “In day­light, if our man were wear­ing some kind of paint­ed cos­tume like this,” Smith

    said, “you would see the black sil­hou­ette of a man. Al­most like a shad­ow.”




    "Then he can't func­tion in the light,” Re­mo said.




    "No. I don't see how he could,” Smith agreed.




    "Re­mem­ber I told you to get dogs for the Emir's is­land?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. They're al­ready there.”




    “In­stall flood­lights, too,” Re­mo said. “All over. Make the place look like Yan­kee

    Sta­di­um dur­ing a night game.”




    "That's a good idea,” Smith said.




    The words were so strange to Re­mo's ear that he said, “Say that again."




    "I said that was a good idea,” Smith said.




    "Now I can die hap­py,” Re­mo said.




    "Don't die at all. And don't let any­one else die,” Smith said as he hung up the

    tele­phone.




    Re­mo re­placed the re­ceiv­er and turned to Chi­un.




    “Three more.”




    “So I heard. I am not yet so old that my ears fail to func­tion. The Em­per­or seemed

    wor­ried.”




    "He is wor­ried about the Emir,” Re­mo said.




    "We have nev­er op­posed an in­vis­ible man be­fore,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo scowled. “Just a guy in a black suit."




    “You can wish that,” Chi­un said. “But there are six peo­ple with on­ly pieces left of their

    skulls who would not agree with you.”




    For all the may­hem that had been com­mit­ted in the con­fer­ence room of the Friends of

    In­ven­tors, the room looked as if it had been sent out to the dry clean­ers for wash­ing and

    press­ing.




    The rug was spot­less. Chairs were neat­ly placed around the ta­ble. Black­boards for chart

    pre­sen­ta­tions were neat­ly stacked against a wall.




    The on­ly note that seemed out of place in this sym­pho­ny of or­der was the note writ­ten

    in paint on the con­fer­ence ta­ble. “This is the last one I do for free."




    Mauve, Smith had called it.




    "Chi­un,” Re­mo said. The Ko­re­an did not an­swer. Re­mo looked up and saw Chi­un stand­ing

    at the light switch. He flicked it and the over­head chan­de­lier lights went off. He flicked

    the switch again. The lights came back on.




    Again. Off.




    Again. On.




    "Chi­un, when you're fin­ished in­vent­ing elec­tric­ity, will you come here?” Re­mo

    said.




    The Ko­re­an walked smooth­ly to­ward the ta­ble.




    "See this. The pur­ple paint. That's the note the killer left,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un shook his head. “No,” he said.




    “What do you mean ‘no'?”




    "That's not pur­ple. It's mauve,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed it was mauve. But it still looked like pur­ple.




    "Why were you fool­ing around with the light?” Re­mo asked.




    "I was try­ing to learn some­thing,” Chi­un said.




    “What was it?”




    "I have not yet learned it,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo stepped in­to the out­er of­fice where the blonde re­cep­tion­ist sat preen­ing

    her­self. Stacked in front of her was a comb, fin­ger­nail pol­ish, liq­uid make­up, mas­cara,

    and four dif­fer­ent kinds of lip­stick and lip gloss.




    "Ain't it a tragedy?” she said to Re­mo.




    “I can see you're hav­ing trou­ble bear­ing up.”




    "They wasn't bad. I mean, for those kind,” she said. She breathed her chest at Re­mo, who

    won­dered if good man­ners would dic­tate his flee­ing in fright to the oth­er side of the

    room.




    "Who was here last night when this hap­pened?” Re­mo asked.




    “Just Willy, the jan­itor. He was clean­ing one of the oth­er of­fices. Want me to get

    him?”




    “Please. And then I want you to go through your files,” Re­mo said. “Get me the name and

    ad­dress of ev­ery­body who's been here in the past six months. Ev­ery client. And what they

    in­vent­ed.”




    “Geez. That could take a half-​hour maybe.”




    “Do it and I'll put you in for over­time,” Re­mo said. “But call Willy first.”




    Willy the jan­itor had white hair, bi­fo­cals and a scowl that looked ge­net­ic.




    “Did you hear any­thing last night, Willy?” Re­mo asked. “Or see any­thing?”




    "Well,” the old man said. He clamped his lips shut as if that con­sti­tut­ed a full

    an­swer.




    "Willy, it's im­por­tant that you tell us,” Re­mo said.




    "What's in it for me?” Willy said.




    "Let me dis­cuss this with Mis­ter Willy,” Chi­un whis­pered. “You don't know how to talk to

    old peo­ple.” His green satin ki­mono flowed around him as he walked to the old man.




    His hand dart­ed out of his sleeve and he caught Willy's right ear be­tween two

    fin­gers.




    "Now an­swer ques­tions,” Chi­un said.




    “Owwwww. Yes sir.”




    "Willy will help now,” Chi­un said.




    "I'm re­al­ly glad you un­der­stand the ma­ture mind,” Re­mo said.




    "All minds are alike where pain is con­cerned,” Chi­un said.




    Once start­ed talk­ing, there seemed to be no way to qui­et Willy the jan­itor.




    “I didn't want any­one to think I was se­nile, but I heard it. I heard a voice. And it

    wasn't one of the voic­es of the part­ners ‘cause I knew them voic­es ‘cause they all sound

    like Long Is­land, but this voice wasn't like that, but when I went in­side I didn't see

    noth­ing, but I know I heard it. And I ain't se­nile ei­ther. And I heard him say, ‘This is the

    last one I do for free.’ But I didn't see any­body. And then I had to call the po­lice, and

    then I cleaned up that mess. It was aw­ful, some­body left me this bloody, stink­ing mess and

    you don't know how long it took me to get that room clean again.”




    “But you saw no­body.”




    “Just them bod­ies. Aw­ful it was, brains and all, all over.”




    “The voice you heard. What did it sound like?”




    “Just a voice. Soft like. But a man's voice. A soft, man's voice, like he was a whis­per­er,

    like you know how some peo­ple are.”




    Willy was still rub­bing his ear. “Can I go now?"




    "I'm done with you,” Re­mo said.




    "I am not,” Chi­un said. Willy clapped his hands over his ears in self-​de­fense.




    “Un­hand your ears, you id­iot,” Chi­un said. “When you came in­to this of­fice last night,

    were the lights on or off?”




    Re­mo shook his head. Chi­un's lights again.




    “The switch was on,” said Willy. “But all the lights was off. Nine of them. Count them. Nine

    of those bulbs. They was all burned out. And they was new bulbs, ‘cause I on­ly changed them

    like a month ago. I change all the bulbs at once ‘cause I read a sto­ry once that it's more

    ef­fi­cient to do it that way than to let them burn out and change them one at a time.”




    "So the bulbs were ex­tin­guished and you re­placed them?” Chi­un re­peat­ed.




    “That's right, sir. Yes, sir. That's right.”




    "You may go,” Chi­un said, dis­miss­ing Willy with a wave of his long-​nailed hands.




    “That's han­dling those old folks, Chi­un,” said Re­mo af­ter Willy left. “You call that

    re­spect?”




    “Re­spect, un­like wa­ter, runs from low place to high place. This means that you should

    re­spect ev­ery­one you meet. I, on the oth­er hand, am to be treat­ed with re­spect by

    ev­ery­one. You may not like it, Re­mo, but it is the way of things.”




    “Make your next lec­ture on mod­esty,” Re­mo growled. “You do it so well. Why are you so

    in­ter­est­ed in the light bulbs?”




    “Be­cause our in­vis­ible man,” Chi­un said, “can on­ly be ef­fec­tive in the dark­ness.

    These last killings and the one of that man with the wife who var­nished her hair were done in

    dark­ness. Dark­ness cre­at­ed by the killer. He may have a way, Re­mo, to turn out

    lights.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. The old Ko­re­an made sense.




    "Then I guess we bet­ter turn out his lights and fast,” Re­mo said.




    The sec­re­tary in the out­er of­fice had over­es­ti­mat­ed the dif­fi­cul­ty of com­pil­ing

    the names, ad­dress­es, and in­ven­tions of all the clients the firm had seen in the last six

    months. There were on­ly twen­ty of them and she fin­ished the job in twen­ty-​eight

    min­utes.




    Re­mo sat at the con­fer­ence ta­ble look­ing at the sheet of yel­low pa­per on which she

    had print­ed in large block let­ters the client list.




    He did not know what, if any­thing, he was look­ing for. But with­out leads, he would

    set­tle for any­thing. A clue. A hint. A hunch. Any­thing.




    And it was there. The third name on the list.




    "Chi­un. Look at this.” The Ko­re­an came over and stood be­hind Re­mo's shoul­der.




    “In­vis­ible paint,” Re­mo read. “El­mo Wim­pler. And look at the ad­dress. Right next door

    to the guy with the var­nished wife.”




    "The lit­tle man who did not like his neigh­bors,” Chi­un said.




    “You're right,” Re­mo said. Some­how he had failed to as­so­ciate the name and ad­dress with

    the man they had met ear­li­er. “The lit­tle nerd with the rent­ed van.”




    "The lit­tle ones are of­ten the most dan­ger­ous,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un, who stood less than five feet tall, but sup­pressed the smile he

    felt that re­mark de­served.




    "I think we ought to go back to Wim­pler's house and see what we see,” Re­mo said.




    "Or can­not see,” Chi­un said.


  




  

    Chapter Ten





    El­mo Wim­pler had left his fur­ni­ture be­hind when he left his ramshack­le Brook­lyn home.

    Look­ing around, Re­mo could un­der­stand why. His couch was a mas­sive, flow­er-​cov­ered lump

    in which a nor­mal per­son, if he made the mis­take of sit­ting down, might van­ish with­out a

    trace. The liv­ing room arm­chairs were rat­ty and ripped.




    His kitchen set was a small, round ta­ble with one wob­bly leg and a hard-​backed chair with

    a worn-​through cush­ion. His bed­room set was or­nate, old wood that looked as if it had been

    carved dur­ing the First Cru­sade.




    Re­mo went through the house care­ful­ly, room by room, look­ing for some­thing, any­thing,

    that would tell him who El­mo Wim­pler was, and, more im­por­tant, where he was.




    But ev­ery per­son­al trace seemed to have dis­ap­peared. There were no box­es of let­ters

    in the base­ment, no high-​school year­books, no cor­re­spon­dence with rel­atives. Noth­ing

    that would in­di­cate that the house had been lived in any time since the In­dus­tri­al

    Rev­olu­tion.




    But when he got back to the liv­ing room, Chi­un had found some­thing Re­mo had missed.




    The old man was sit­ting cross-​legged on the floor, read­ing through a mag­azine. Next to

    him on the thread­bare rug was a small pile of oth­er mag­azines. They had ap­par­ent­ly been

    stashed un­der the couch.




    Re­mo looked through the stack of mag­azines. Four of them were girlie mag­azines for the

    sado­masochis­tic trade. But the oth­er three were copies of a mag­azine called Con­tract.




    Re­mo looked at the one Chi­un was look­ing through. The cov­er showed a diplo­mat, in

    striped trousers and for­mal coat, stand­ing on a street cor­ner. A man be­hind him was

    loop­ing a stran­gler's wire over the diplo­mat's head. The cov­er blazed the leg­end of what

    was in­side. “New Tech­niques for Suc­cess­ful As­sas­si­na­tion.” And “The Most Want­ed Man in

    the World."




    "I have nev­er heard of this mag­azine,” said Chi­un.




    “Me nei­ther. Is it what I think it is?”




    “It is for your Amer­ican ex­cus­es-​for-​as­sas­sins. It tells them who some­body wants to

    have killed and what the fees are.”




    "Did the ‘New Tech­niques for Suc­cess­ful As­sas­si­na­tion’ teach you any­thing?” Re­mo

    asked.




    “On­ly that you and I nev­er need fear be­ing out of work,” Chi­un said. “Here.” He hand­ed

    the mag­azine for­ward. “You will find this in­ter­est­ing.”




    The mag­azine was opened to the ar­ti­cle: “The Most Want­ed Man in the World.”

    Ac­com­pa­ny­ing the ar­ti­cle was a pho­to­graph of the Emir of Bis­la­mi in full mil­itary

    re­galia.




    The ar­ti­cle said there was a twen­ty-​mil­lion-​dol­lar price on the de­posed Emir's head,

    and the ar­ti­cle's ti­tle had been cir­cled in red ink.




    Re­mo looked through the rest of the mag­azine. The clas­si­fied sec­tion in the front was

    cir­cled in red pen. He turned to the clas­si­fied sec­tion and glanced at the help want­ed

    columns:




    WANT­ED: FE­MALE WITH ABIL­ITY TO KILL WITH PLEA­SURE. RE­SUME AND REF­ER­ENCES

    NEC­ES­SARY.




    The ad gave a box num­ber.




    There were ads ad­ver­tis­ing dif­fer­ent killing spe­cial­ties: throw­ing knives, rip­ping

    knives, cross­bows, un­de­tectable poi­sons, guns with spe­cial night sights.




    An­oth­er item cir­cled in red caught Re­mo's eyes:




    EV­ER KILL AN EMIR? CHECK OUT THE PRICE. (An­oth­er box num­ber.)




    An­oth­er read:




    ICE AN EMIR. (A box num­ber.)




    A third read:




    SEND A MONARCH TO THE MOR­TU­ARY.




    "Chi­un,” Re­mo start­ed.




    "I have seen them,” Chi­un said. He was read­ing an­oth­er is­sue of Con­tract mag­azine. He

    seemed en­grossed. Re­mo put the copy of the mag­azine in­to his back pock­et and stood up to

    check the garage.




    He went out the back door of the house and walked to the small de­tached garage. He saw the

    wid­ow, Phyl­lis, in the next yard. When she saw him, her hand went nat­ural­ly to her teased,

    blond hair.




    "You couldn't stay away, could you?” she said with a smile.




    "Just check­ing a few more things,” he told her.




    “Come in for cof­fee or some­thing when you're through. Maybe I can help you with a few

    things.”




    "Sor­ry. I'm on du­ty right now,” Re­mo said.




    "When you get off du­ty,” she said.




    “Maybe. We'll see.”




    She chose to take his an­swer as agree­ment, smiled, and turned back to her gar­den­ing.




    Re­mo en­tered the dark garage, made black even in the day­time by the heavy plas­tic sheets

    that cov­ered the win­dows.




    He found an over­head light and flipped it on.




    Against the far wall, he saw a large work­bench. The shelves that lined the walls were

    filled with gad­gets and de­vices, ap­par­ent­ly the life­work of a com­mit­ted in­ven­tor.

    Each item was la­beled, with the date of its cre­ation.




    There were mouse­traps that looked like lob­ster traps. There was a dis­co light ra­dio.

    An­oth­er item was la­belled “Elec­tric Shoe Soft­en­er.” It was a big met­al foot, and from

    its hing­ing, Re­mo guessed that when it was plugged in, the foot bent and stretched, wear­ing

    out the stiff­ness of any new shoe placed on the de­vice.




    Two spots were emp­ty. The sign at one spot said “Pneu­mat­ic Nut Crack­er.” The oth­er sign

    read: “Elec­tric Light Os­cil­la­tor."




    The poured con­crete floor of the garage was stained dif­fer­ent col­ors. Some places showed

    the ev­idence of burn­ing. In oth­er spots, there were holes chipped in­to the floor. Prob­ably

    all by-​prod­ucts of one in­ven­tion or an­oth­er, Re­mo thought.




    The cen­ter of the garage was tak­en up with an old wreck of a car, dent­ed, rust­ed, and

    ob­vi­ous­ly paint­ed over quick­ly with a light-​blue spray enam­el.




    Why would any­one have both­ered to paint such a wreck of a car, Re­mo won­dered. And why

    paint it so bad­ly?




    He leaned on the car and thought for a mo­ment. The on­ly rea­son to paint a car that

    quick­ly and care­less­ly was to dis­guise it. But what had it been be­fore that it need­ed a

    dis­guise? There wasn't much dif­fer­ence be­tween an ug­ly, old blue car and an ug­ly, old red

    or green or black car.




    Black car.




    Re­mo turned back to the car and be­gan to ex­am­ine it care­ful­ly. In the cor­ners around

    the wind­shield, he could see traces of a deep black paint. There were the same marks around

    the head­lights and tail­lights.




    He found a rea­son­ably smooth sec­tion of fend­er and chipped away at it with his

    fin­ger­tips. He was right. Un­der­neath the blue paint was black, and as he chipped away at

    more and more, he could see that the black paint was the deep, in­vis­ibil­ity black that

    Chi­un had found a chip of ear­li­er.




    He left the garage and went straight back to Wim­pler's house, point­ed­ly ig­nor­ing the

    pos­tur­ing and pos­ing of Phyl­lis in her gar­den.




    Chi­un was still read­ing Con­tract.




    "You were right, Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    “Of course. What this time?”




    “He must have test­ed his in­vis­ible paint on the old car in his garage.”




    “We knew he had in­vent­ed that paint.”




    "But he al­so in­vent­ed a nutcrack­er and some­thing to do with elec­tric lights,” Re­mo

    said.




    "The skull-​crush­er and the de­vice for burn­ing out elec­tric lamps,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “Now that I have done all your work for you,” said Chi­un, “don't you think you owe me some

    small fa­vor?”




    “Such as.”




    "Find out who the ed­itor is of this mag­azine,” Chi­un said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause if they pay their writ­ers for these aw­ful tales and es­says, think how proud and

    hap­py they would be to have me writ­ing for them.”




    "I don't think they're in­to Ung po­et­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “I am not talk­ing about po­et­ry, but about a dif­fer­ent kind of beau­ty. They write about

    as­sas­sins and re­movals, and who could write about these sub­jects bet­ter than I?”




    "No one, I guess,” said Re­mo. He had a sink­ing feel­ing in his stom­ach. He had thought

    that Chi­un had giv­en up on try­ing to write for a liv­ing. But that was a mis­take. Chi­un

    had just been wait­ing for his chance. Writ­ers nev­er quit.




    “Good,” said Chi­un. “You find out about this pub­li­ca­tion. I will write for them and you

    will be my agent. Three per­cent of all I earn shall be yours.”




    “Oh, joy,” said Re­mo. “I'm go­ing to be wealthy.”


  




  

    Chapter Eleven





    The New York Tele­phone Com­pa­ny had built its rep­uta­tion on tak­ing six­ty days to

    in­stall a tele­phone and be­gin ser­vice, and on­ly six­ty sec­onds to dis­con­nect a phone.

    But in his hur­ried move from his Brook­lyn house, El­mo Wim­pler ob­vi­ous­ly had not

    no­ti­fied the com­pa­ny, be­cause the tele­phone in the bed­room was still turned on.




    When he reached Smith, there was ag­ita­tion in the CURE di­rec­tor's voice.




    “Where have you been?” Smith said. “I've been try­ing to reach you.”




    “Easy. You'll live longer,” Re­mo said. “Be­sides, we've been out here solv­ing this case.

    Your killer is a lit­tle twerp named El­mo Wim­pler. He in­vent­ed the in­vis­ible paint. He

    al­so in­vent­ed some kind of skull-​crush­er ma­chine and a gad­get that blows out lights. He

    lived next door to that Curt who got it last night, and those three guys at the Friends of

    In­ven­tors had turned down his paint in­ven­tion.”




    "Where is he now?” Smith said.




    “I don't know. He split from his house in Brook­lyn,” Re­mo said. “Any­way,” he con­tin­ued.

    “That's the good news. Now the bad news.”




    "Go ahead. I'm used to it from you,” Smith said.




    "There's a mag­azine called Con­tract,” Re­mo said.




    “I've heard of it.”




    "We found some copies of it in Wim­pler's house. A lot of stuff in there in­volved killing

    the Emir, and he had them cir­cled. Sto­ries, ads and things.” Re­mo still had the copy of the

    mag­azine in his pock­et. He took it out and read some of the ads to Smith.




    "Here's one called ‘Ice an Emir,'” Re­mo said.




    "That one is mine,” Smith said.




    “What?”




    “I placed that one,” Smith said. “That's what I was call­ing about.”




    "You're re­spon­si­ble for ‘Ice an Emir'? I didn't think you had it in you,” Re­mo said.




    "I was sec­ond in my class at Dart­mouth in cre­ative writ­ing,” Smith said.




    “Well, don't think I'm go­ing to be your agent, too,” Re­mo said. “I've al­ready got a

    client.”




    "I placed that ad­ver­tise­ment to try to flush out any­body who might be think­ing about a

    con­tract killing on the Emir,” Smith said.




    "I got my first group of an­swers to­day. Most of them are ob­vi­ous cranks, but one in

    par­tic­ular seemed re­al. I think it might be our friend, Wim­pler. I'm sup­posed to meet him

    tonight,” Smith said.




    "Where?” asked Re­mo.




    “In the Sheep Mead­ow at Cen­tral Park. At mid­night.”




    "We'll take it for you, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    "I don't have to tell you how im­por­tant this is,” Smith said.




    "Then don't,” Re­mo said. It was the same old thing, a side­wise slide by Smith in­to

    telling Re­mo that he was not to bring Wim­pler back alive. Smith's rock-​bound, New Eng­land

    moral­ity made it dif­fi­cult for him to or­der Re­mo to kill some­one, but over the years he

    had found enough ways to say it with­out say­ing it. What Smith want­ed was El­mo Wim­pler's

    body left ly­ing in Cen­tral Park. It wasn't a ques­tion of try­ing to evade

    re­spon­si­bil­ity. Re­mo had seen the pills that Smith al­ways car­ried and was pre­pared to

    use, pills that would kill Smith in sec­onds. Re­mo had seen the cof­fin in the base­ment of

    Fol­croft, in which Smith's body would go, and be sent to a fu­ner­al home in Par­sip­pa­ny,

    New Jer­sey, for a fast pre­paid fu­ner­al. If Re­mo knew one thing in the world, it was that

    Smith would not try to run away from his re­spon­si­bil­ities.




    It was some­thing else. It was sim­ply the con­flict be­tween Smith's heart-​deep be­lief in

    obey­ing the law, and his equal­ly strong be­lief that CURE, while work­ing out­side the law,

    was ab­so­lute­ly nec­es­sary if Amer­ica was to sur­vive. He was un­able to rec­on­cile the

    two. He man­aged to deal with it by talk­ing around it. In­stead of di­rect­ing Re­mo to kill

    Wim­pler, he just re­mind­ed him how im­por­tant it was. And Re­mo was well-​trained. He knew

    what the as­sign­ment was. El­mo Wim­pler had to die, and Smith would be hap­py about the

    re­sult, and able to cling to some small piece of his pre-​CURE self by know­ing that he had

    not or­dered the death. Not in so many words any­way.




    Out in the liv­ing room, Re­mo told Chi­un, “Come on. We're tak­ing a walk in Cen­tral Park

    tonight."




    Chi­un rose, like a puff of smoke, still read­ing the copy of Con­tract he held in his

    hands.




    He fol­lowed Re­mo to­ward the front door. Re­mo po­lite­ly held the door open for him and

    Chi­un stepped out first.




    Then Re­mo heard it. It was a sound above them. Chi­un's eyes were bur­rowed in­to the

    mag­azine. Re­mo could hear the feet on the edge of the roof above them. He heard the scrap­ing

    as the feet pushed from the edge of the roof.




    Some­one was com­ing at Chi­un. From off the roof. And the old man, obliv­ious, his nose

    stuck in that mag­azine, was an easy vic­tim. Re­mo jumped out through the open front door,

    piv­ot­ed around and met the at­tack­er as he came from the low roof in a fly­ing leap. Re­mo

    caught him around the waist. The sound of the man's spine filled the dark qui­et street with a

    loud snap.




    Re­mo let the man drop to the side­walk. Chi­un con­tin­ued walk­ing away with­out look­ing

    up.




    "There is an­oth­er one up there, too,” he said over his shoul­der to Re­mo.




    Re­mo glanced up­ward in time to see a sec­ond man, a knife in his hand, leap off the roof

    to­ward Re­mo. Re­mo ducked, grabbed the man who lay in a clump on the walk, and tossed him

    up.




    The quick and the dead col­lid­ed in midair. And then both were dead as the knife in the

    live man's hand twist­ed around from the force of the col­li­sion and buried it­self in the

    man's throat. They were both dead when the two bod­ies hit again.




    Re­mo glanced up. Chi­un was lean­ing against their rent­ed car, still read­ing.




    Re­mo looked through the dead men's cloth­ing. There was no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. Their faces

    told him noth­ing. They could have been any of a half-​dozen na­tion­al­ities. There were no

    wal­lets, no cloth­ing tags, no driv­er's li­cens­es. Noth­ing.




    Re­mo left the bod­ies where they lay. When he ap­proached the car, Chi­un said, “What took

    you so long?"




    "You could have warned me they were up there,” Re­mo groused.




    “I was busy read­ing. Why is it that peo­ple in this coun­try al­ways think that if you're

    read­ing, you are not do­ing any­thing im­por­tant?” He point­ed over Re­mo's shoul­der. “And

    my mag­azines. You dropped them. Go pick them up. First, you keep me wait­ing, and then you

    drop my mag­azines, too. Re­al­ly, Re­mo.”




    Back at their ho­tel room, high over­look­ing Cen­tral Park, Re­mo called Smith again and

    told him of the at­tack at Wim­pler's house.




    "No iden­ti­fi­ca­tion at all?” Smith asked.




    "None,” Re­mo said.




    “Could you tell if they were for­eign?”




    “You mean, maybe from the Emir Bis­la­mi? I don't know. They could have been from Italy for

    all I know.”




    "Dark skinned?” Smith asked.




    “Yes, but that means Span­ish, Ital­ian, Bis­lam­ic, or a dozen oth­er things in­clud­ing

    sun tanned. Be­sides, why would any­one from Bis­la­mi send a hit team af­ter Chi­un and

    me?”




    “Maybe you didn't make any friends when you vis­it­ed the Emir?” Smith said. “Be care­ful

    tonight.”




    “Sure, Dad­dy. Tell Mom­my we love her. Bye.”




    Chi­un was still read­ing Con­tract in the liv­ing room of the ho­tel apart­ment.




    "Did you see any ads that might fit us?” Re­mo asked him.




    "No. Not one. Not once did I see any ad­ver­tise­ment call­ing for some­one to at­tempt

    fruit­less­ly, to dis­patch the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his un­grate­ful pupil who drops

    mag­azines. Not a word,” Chi­un said. “Wait un­til I start writ­ing for this mag­azine. Then

    you'll see its qual­ity im­prove,” he said.




    Re­mo looked out the win­dow at the park.




    Could the as­sas­sins have been hired by Wim­pler? That made no sense. He sound­ed as if he

    liked to do his own killing.




    The night was moon­less. The park would be per­fect for an in­vis­ible as­sas­sin.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve





    El­mo Wim­pler en­tered Cen­tral Park near the East 72nd Street en­trance a few min­utes

    af­ter 11 P.M.




    Dressed in a white shirt and slacks and car­ry­ing a pa­per bag, Wim­pler had as much chance

    of sur­vival walk­ing through the park as a piece of sir­loin thrown in­to a cage of starv­ing

    Dober­mans.




    But on­ly sev­en­ty-​five feet in the park, Wim­pler dart­ed from the path­way and in­to a

    clus­ter of bush­es. He con­grat­ulat­ed him­self on be­ing un­seen.




    But Wim­pler was wrong.




    He had been seen by Bats Agron. Bats was loung­ing against a pipefence, fin­ger­ing the

    switch­blade knife in his pock­et and when he saw Wim­pler en­ter the park, he wrapped around

    him­self the dark cape which had giv­en him his nick­name and slid back in the shad­ows to

    watch. The lit­tle man in the white shirt had vic­tim writ­ten all over him, and Agron had

    smiled as the man walked ev­er clos­er to him.




    Then the lit­tle man had run in­to a clump of bush­es. Prob­ably some kind of fago­la, Agron

    thought. Well, he might have been wait­ing to meet his boyfriend, but he was in for a

    sur­prise. He was go­ing to meet Bats Agron.




    The slim, smooth-​faced, Latin youth took his knife from his pock­et and held it in his

    right hand, his fin­ger on the switch that flipped it open. He walked through the splash of

    sparse bush­es in­to a small clear­ing, then looked around. It was a dark night, but that

    white-​shirt­ed man should have stood out like a light­house. Agron looked all around him, but

    saw no one.




    "Shit,” he cursed soft­ly to him­self.




    "Look­ing for some­one?” came a soft voice. It seemed to come from be­hind Agron's right

    shoul­der. He turned, but saw noth­ing, just an­oth­er sil­hou­ette of just an­oth­er bush. He

    turned in the oth­er di­rec­tion, strain­ing his eyes to see in­to the dark­ness.




    He nev­er had a chance to press the switch on his knife. He felt some­thing metal­lic

    press­ing against both sides of his head, then he heard a voice say, “So long, suck­er,” and

    then there was a flash of pain.




    And then noth­ing.




    El­mo Wim­pler was pleased. He wiped off the skull-​crush­er and re­placed it in­to the

    waist­band he had de­signed to car­ry his equip­ment. Since leav­ing his house, he had been

    giv­ing a lot of thought to the prob­lem of his in­vis­ibil­ity. He was in­vis­ible in to­tal

    dark­ness, but in any­thing less than that, he was vis­ible as a sil­hou­ette, with­out

    fea­tures, al­most a shad­ow, but still the sil­hou­ette of a man. He had re­al­ized that his

    pro­tec­tion would be much greater if he could change his sil­hou­ette, and out of a few pieces

    of card­board, hinged along their long edges, he had fash­ioned a fold­ing screen, shaped

    rough­ly in­to the out­line of a bush. He had paint­ed it with his in­vis­ible, black paint

    al­so. In a dark park set­ting, he could just open the screen and any­one glanc­ing in that

    di­rec­tion would see noth­ing but the dark sil­hou­ette of just an­oth­er bush, in­stead of

    the out­line of a man.




    He had won­dered if it would work. The body of Bats Agron, ly­ing at his feet, his skull in

    pieces, had just giv­en him his suc­cess­ful road test. It worked.




    Whistling light­ly un­der his breath, Wim­pler fold­ed the screen un­der an arm and be­gan

    strolling off to­ward the Sheep Mead­ow to meet the peo­ple who want­ed him to kill the Emir of

    Bis­la­mi.




    He knew lit­tle about the Emir, ex­cept what he had seen on the tele­vi­sion news­casts. But

    pol­itics didn't mat­ter to him. What had mat­tered was that the peo­ple he had called were

    will­ing to pay a mil­lion dol­lars each for the Emir's death.




    Wim­pler still hadn't made up his mind. Should he kill the Emir and ad­mit it to the world,

    chal­leng­ing them to catch him? Or should he do it silent­ly, as a pro­fes­sion­al, an

    anony­mous hit man?




    Why not? He could do both. He could take the cred­it for the Emir's death. Peo­ple would be

    lin­ing up to hire him. Con­tract mag­azine was filled with ads from peo­ple look­ing for

    killers. He could pick and choose.




    But first, his two-​mil­lion-​dol­lar job.




    He re­al­ized now how fool­ish he had been on the Brook­lyn dock to have asked for so

    lit­tle to kill that fed­er­al wit­ness. But that was then. The per­son who asked for that

    lit­tle amount was a wimp, and that wimp was dead. Alive now, in his place, was El­mo Wim­pler,

    El­mo the In­vis­ible Killer, El­mo the Scourge of the World.




    He laughed aloud with hap­pi­ness. From sheer joy, he took the light os­cil­lat­ing de­vice

    from his pock­et and aimed it at one of the street­lamps that lined the road­way through the

    park. He pressed the switch. The light sput­tered and died.




    He re­mem­bered “The Shad­ow” ra­dio show. That's what he was, a mod­ern-​day Shad­ow,

    strik­ing fear in­to the heart of men.




    The first meet­ing was sched­uled to be held in the south­west cor­ner of the Sheep Mead­ow.

    Wim­pler was there a few min­utes be­fore mid­night and when he saw that the area was emp­ty,

    he found him­self a dark spot near some bush­es, opened up his screen and propped it on­to the

    ground. Then he sat be­hind it, his head out, able to see around the en­tire clear­ing. He had

    his com­pres­sor on the grass next to him.




    His thoughts went back to the evening with his un­will­ing neigh­bor, Phyl­lis. She had not

    been all that he had thought she would be. Maybe be­ing gagged and bound had in­hib­it­ed her.

    But that was in the past too.




    He had no need to rape. The wom­en would come will­ing­ly, once he had the mon­ey. That's

    the way wom­en were. All wom­en. He thought of his moth­er who had cheat­ed on his fa­ther for

    years, ac­cus­ing the se­nior Wim­pler of not be­ing able to pro­vide for her in any de­cent

    way.




    Of­ten she would come home wear­ing gifts oth­er men had pro­vid­ed for her and so great was

    her con­tempt for her hus­band that she nev­er even tried to ex­plain the gifts away. El­mo

    nev­er un­der­stood why his fa­ther had tol­er­at­ed it and stayed with her, and when she was

    dy­ing, he sat at her bed­side, hold­ing her hand, the de­vot­ed hus­band to the end.




    As he, him­self, grew up, El­mo was nev­er treat­ed kind­ly by wom­en, be­cause he was

    small­er and weak­er than most men. He might still be small­er but there was no longer any

    weak­ness about El­mo Wim­pler. The in­vis­ibil­ity paint had changed all that. Wom­en would

    flock to him and he would use them and hu­mil­iate them and then dump them.




    He quick­ly checked his wrist­watch, slid­ing it out from un­der his long black sleeve. Two

    min­utes till mid­night.




    Soon.




    He saw some­one en­ter the edge of the mead­ow. Two men. The taller one was thin, dressed in

    black shirt and chi­nos. He had dark hair and his eyes were deepset. The man with him was an

    Ori­en­tal, dressed in some kind of yel­low ki­mono. He had seen the two men be­fore. As they

    stepped in­to the light, he re­mem­bered. He had seen them out­side his old house in Brook­lyn.

    They had gone in to ques­tion Phyl­lis. He re­mem­bered that the taller one had asked him a lot

    of ques­tions.




    Po­lice? He hadn't asked and the man hadn't vol­un­teered the an­swer. But what kind of cops

    wore ki­monos? At any rate, they might be dan­ger­ous and he'd have to get rid of them be­fore

    the per­son he was wait­ing to meet ar­rived. That these two men were here, af­ter they had

    been nos­ing in­to Curt's death, meant that they knew more about El­mo Wim­pler than was good

    for them.




    He aimed his elec­tron­ic light os­cil­la­tor at the near­est of the over­head lights and it

    siz­zled out. Quick­ly, he zapped an­oth­er nine lights and the Sheep Mead­ow was in

    black­ness.




    Hold­ing his bush-​shaped screen in front of him, he moved through the dark­ness to­ward the

    two men, feel­ing se­cure and safe, be­yond their reach, be­yond the reach of the law.




    He heard the tall one say, “Dark,” as he sat on a bench.




    "Es­pe­cial­ly for a pale piece of pig's ear who looks on­ly with his eyes and not with his

    oth­er sens­es.” That made no sense to Wim­pler. Stealthi­ly, he moved around be­hind the two

    men. He would han­dle the taller one first.




    He re­moved the com­pres­sor from his belt.




    “I won­der if our friend is re­spon­si­ble for the doused lights.”




    “No,” said the Ori­en­tal. “All the bulbs de­cid­ed to burn out at the same time.”




    "They don't make things the way they used to,” the taller man said.




    “In­clud­ing dis­ci­ples and stu­dents,” the Ori­en­tal said. “And bush­es.”




    Bush­es? Had Wim­pler heard right? But they couldn't have seen him. He must have

    mis­un­der­stood what the small, yel­low man had said. And why was he wait­ing? It was time to

    re­move these two.




    He was ten feet be­hind them, in the black­ness. As he cocked the com­pres­sor, there was a

    small hiss as gas from a car­bon-​diox­ide cylin­der flood­ed the drum from which the

    skull-​crush­er got its pow­er.




    El­mo cocked it and stepped out from be­hind his card­board bush and moved stealthi­ly

    to­ward the two men. He ex­tend­ed the com­pres­sor to ac­com­mo­date the taller man's

    head.




    As he did, he was star­tled to see the Ori­en­tal's hand, mov­ing through the dark­ness,

    reach be­hind his own head and grasp one of the arms of the com­pres­sor.




    How could he have done that? The com­pres­sor was just as in­vis­ible as he was.




    A co­in­ci­dence, but one the old man would pay for. He would be mi­nus his fin­gers.




    Wim­pler pulled the trig­ger, re­leas­ing the trapped com­pressed air, but the arms of the

    com­pres­sor did not move.




    A mal­func­tion.




    Im­pos­si­ble.




    He pulled the trig­ger again, but again the arms of the crush­er did not work. Then there

    was a strange rip­ping sound as the in­ner work­ings of the ma­chin­ery re­belled against not

    be­ing able to do what they were built to do and they rup­tured.




    Wim­pler dropped the com­pres­sor and ran back to­ward the safe­ty of his er­satz bush. He

    heard the men stand at the bench, and sud­den­ly he feared that he would not be safe, even

    be­hind the bush, even cloaked in in­vis­ibil­ity in this black­ness.




    "That way,” he heard the Ori­en­tal say.




    The two men were com­ing to­ward him. He peered out from be­hind the bush. Then he heard the

    sound and saw its cause. Fifty yards across the Sheep Mead­ow, eight men were rac­ing to­ward

    them. They were car­ry­ing knives. Sev­er­al of them waved them over their heads.




    The taller man and the Ori­en­tal turned to look and El­mo scram­bled away from be­hind his

    bush, run­ning hard, back in­to the deep­er dark­ness of the night.




    When he was fifty yards away, hid­den in the shad­ow of a tree, he turned. What he saw made

    his blood chill in­side his body. The eight men with knives had sur­round­ed the Ori­en­tal and

    the Amer­ican with the hard face.




    There was a sud­den flur­ry of ac­tiv­ity and then three of the armed men were down and

    mo­tion­less. For some rea­son, Wim­pler knew they were dead, al­though he had not seen the

    tall man and the Ori­en­tal do any­thing.




    He watched again. The five re­main­ing men moved in, all at­tack­ing at the same time. Then

    two more of them were down. And Wim­pler still had not seen the two po­ten­tial vic­tims

    move.




    The three at­tack­ers who re­mained paused for a mo­ment. This time, Wim­pler was sure that

    the taller man did not move at all. He thought he caught a slight touch of move­ment on the

    part of the Ori­en­tal, and then three more men were down and the on­ly ones left stand­ing

    were the Ori­en­tal and his com­pan­ion.




    Wim­pler didn't wait. He turned and ran as fast as he could deep in­to the park. He would

    not stop un­til he came out the oth­er side.




    Those two were far more dan­ger­ous than he could ev­er have imag­ined.




    He hat­ed them. For they had, this night, brought back the wimp, even if on­ly for a few

    mo­ments.




    They had de­stroyed his com­pres­sor and worse, his sense of in­vul­ner­abil­ity.




    He thought about it as he ran. It must have been luck. The Ori­en­tal could not have seen

    him. He had not even been look­ing in Wim­pler's di­rec­tion.




    El­mo was still an in­vis­ible man, and he would re­spond as the new El­mo Wim­pler.




    With ha­tred and with pow­er.




    He hat­ed those two men, the tall-​thin one and the old Ori­en­tal. They would pay for what

    they had done tonight to mess up his plan. He had two con­tracts sched­uled and now both were

    gone.




    He would de­vise a new skull-​crush­er. The two men might even have done him a fa­vor

    ex­pos­ing the mal­func­tion in his weapon. But they had not done them­selves a fa­vor.




    They had done them­selves great harm.




    They had put them­selves at the top of El­mo Wim­pler's must-​kill list.




    He con­tin­ued run­ning. He had an­oth­er meet­ing sched­uled.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen





    Chi­un looked down at the dead bod­ies sur­round­ing them. Re­mo's head was in the air as if

    sniff­ing.




    He re­turned to Chi­un.




    “I know,” Chi­un said. “He's gone.”




    “You let him get away,” Re­mo said. “You knew he was there and you let him get away. Didn't

    you?”




    "A ter­ri­ble er­ror of judg­ment,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo had picked up one of the knives from the eight dead men on the ground. He felt the

    bone and leather han­dle. “It doesn't look like an Amer­ican knife,” he said.




    “It can­not be,” Chi­un said. “The han­dle has not yet fall­en off.”




    "I won­der who sent these clowns,” Re­mo asked.




    “And the oth­er two back at that house. It seems we are not on­ly hunters but hunt­ed.”




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. “But you tell Smith you let Wim­pler get away. You tell him.”




    Chi­un touched his arm. Re­mo looked across the Sheep Mead­ow and saw a wom­an com­ing

    to­ward them. He rec­og­nized the hair and the walk even be­fore he fo­cused on the face.




    Princess Sar­ra.




    She was wear­ing a pur­ple, silk blouse, jeans, high boots, and a head­band that matched the

    blouse.




    She al­so had a gun at her side.




    She ap­proached the two of them, watch­ing them with sus­pi­cion.




    "Princess,” Re­mo said.




    "Do not ap­proach me,” she said, point­ing the gun to­ward him.




    "You gen­er­al­ly stroll around Cen­tral Park af­ter mid­night?” Re­mo asked.




    “I was sup­posed to meet some­one here.”




    “Who?”




    “Some­one who an­swered an ad I placed...”




    "In Con­tract mag­azine,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    Her eyes widened. “How did you know that?"




    “Be­cause we did the same thing.”




    “And these things...” she point­ed her gun to­ward the dead men “...these were what you

    met?”




    "I don't think so. I thought maybe you could tell me who they are,” Re­mo said.




    "And how would I know?” she asked.




    “Be­cause it's just a lit­tle much of a co­in­ci­dence that some­one sends eight goons to

    kill us and then you show up. Check­ing up on their work?”




    “Don't be pre­pos­ter­ous,” she snapped in­dig­nant­ly. “If I had sent some­one to kill you,

    you would be dead.”




    "Then put the gun away,” Re­mo said.




    She looked at the pis­tol in her hand as if she had just re­al­ized it was there. She

    low­ered it slow­ly.




    “I'm sor­ry. I didn't know who I would meet here. It seemed to me the on­ly way to help my

    broth­er.”




    “So you placed an ad. That was a chancy thing to do, Princess. Did you come alone?”




    “No. Pakir stopped by my apart­ment just as I was leav­ing. He in­sist­ed on com­ing with

    me.”




    "Where is he then?” Re­mo asked.




    “I made him wait in the car.”




    "You're a brave la­dy,” Re­mo said.




    “I am de­vot­ed to my broth­er.”




    “Then look at the faces of these men and see if you rec­og­nize them.”




    In the dark, the Princess had to stoop to look at the corpses. She care­ful­ly looked at

    each one. Then she stood up.




    “I do not know any of them.”




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. “I know it wasn't pleas­ant.”




    “You killed so many, just the two of you.”




    "They were poor­ly trained,” Re­mo as­sured her.




    They looked up to see Perce Pakir ap­proach­ing.




    If he was sur­prised to see Re­mo and Chi­un there, he did not show it. He ig­nored the two

    men.




    “Princess, you are not hurt?”




    “I am not.”




    “Good. Did you ac­com­plish what you set out to do?”




    “No, Pakir.”




    He point­ed at the bod­ies. “Who are these peo­ple?"




    "They set up­on our two friends here and were van­quished,” Princess Sar­ra said.




    Pakir stroked his beard and sur­veyed the bod­ies of the eight men. He was clad in a sim­ple

    busi­ness suit, but the ru­by rings that adorned his fin­gers showed that this was no

    or­di­nary busi­ness­man.




    “I com­mend you,” he said to Re­mo, bow­ing slight­ly. To the Princess, he said, “I think,

    per­haps, we should be get­ting back. Re­mem­ber I warned against this ac­tion.”




    "Pakir, I would ad­vise you not to use that tone with me,” she said cold­ly.




    “I mean no dis­re­spect, but it is dan­ger­ous here in this park as is well known. I want

    you re­moved to safe­ty.”




    The Princess ig­nored him and turned back to Re­mo. “Do you think these men have any

    con­nec­tion with my broth­er?"




    “I can't say,” Re­mo an­swered. “What do you know about the per­son you were sup­posed to

    meet here tonight?”




    “Noth­ing. My ad­ver­tise­ment was an­swered. I was told to put a tele­phone num­ber in the

    New York Times where I could be reached. I was called by a man. He told me to be here tonight.

    At twelve-​thir­ty.”




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. “My plea­sure, Princess, as al­ways.”




    "And it will be again,” she said soft­ly, and nod­ded to Chi­un be­fore she turned to walk

    to­ward the park ex­it.




    Pakir nod­ded to Re­mo and Chi­un, then ran af­ter the Princess.




    "I do not like that man,” Chi­un said.




    "You've got lots of com­pa­ny,” Re­mo said.




    Re­mo watched Sar­ra and Pakir walk away un­til they were out of sight. She walked nice.




    “Let's go, Chi­un.”




    “Not yet. There is one more thing.”




    “What is that?”




    Chi­un turned and walked back to the bench where they were sit­ting. Step by step, he moved

    more in­to the dark­ness, out of the reach of the lights on the far side of the field.




    Re­mo watched the old Ko­re­an as he stopped, bent over, and felt the ground. He

    straight­ened up. He had an ob­ject in his hands, a small box with two arms ex­tend­ed from it

    like crab claws.




    It was paint­ed in that in­vis­ible, mid­night black, and as Chi­un brought it back, Re­mo

    thought how eerie it was that even close up, he could see on­ly the sil­hou­ette of the

    gad­get. All the light that hit the cen­ter of the ob­ject was to­tal­ly ab­sorbed and

    re­flect­ed noth­ing to the eye.




    “What is that, Chi­un?”




    "I be­lieve it is your skull-​crush­er,” Chi­un said.




    “Where'd you get it?”




    "It was sup­posed to have made mush out of your worth­less head, there­by mak­ing the

    out­side iden­ti­cal to the in­side,” Chi­un said.




    "What do you mean?” Re­mo asked.




    "Our in­vis­ible man had this around your head when I took it from him,” Chi­un said.




    “He did?”




    “Why must I tell you ev­ery­thing twice?” Chi­un asked. “Yes, he did.”




    “And that's why you let him go? You were busy sav­ing my life?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, that was not on my mind,” Chi­un said. “I just thought this might be a

    valu­able in­ven­tion and worth sav­ing for the world. Un­like some things, which are not worth

    sav­ing at all.”




    "Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes.”




    “Thank you.”




    “You're wel­come. You tell Smith that the in­vis­ible man got away.”


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen





    "You let him get away.” Smith's voice was cold as a New Hamp­shire ski slope on a win­ter

    mid­night.




    "Well, ac­tu­al­ly, I didn't see him,” Re­mo said.




    "Then how do you know he showed up?” Smith asked.




    "Well, ac­tu­al­ly, he tried to crush my skull!” Re­mo said.




    "Was he suc­cess­ful?” Smith asked.




    “That's not fun­ny, Smit­ty.”




    “Nei­ther is let­ting him get away,” Smith said. “I just don't know how you man­aged to pull

    that off.”




    “All right. If you want to know. He showed up. I didn't see him. He tried to kill me. Chi­un

    could have caught him or saved my life. He de­cid­ed to save my life. I hap­pen to think he

    made the right de­ci­sion.”




    “I'll have to think about it,” Smith said. “No iden­ti­fi­ca­tion on those eight men?”




    “None. And the Princess Sar­ra didn't know them.”




    “You be­lieve her?”




    "Yes,” Re­mo said.




    "He lusts af­ter her,” Chi­un called out from across the ho­tel room.




    "What did Chi­un say?” Smith asked.




    "He said if he had it all to do over again, he'd save my life again,” Re­mo said.




    Smith let it pass. “What are you go­ing to do now?"




    “I'm go­ing to check out Con­tract mag­azine,” Re­mo said. “You placed an ad and the

    Princess says she placed an ad. I'm go­ing to find out who placed the oth­er ad and see if

    that'll lead me to Wim­pler.”




    "Do you think he'll still be in­ter­est­ed in killing the Emir?” Smith asked.




    “Yes. I think it's not just mon­ey with him,” Re­mo said. “I've met him, I told you. And I

    think he's in­to pow­er. He can't let us stop him from killing the Emir, or his whole idea of

    his own pow­er goes down the tube. He'll try again.”




    "In­ter­est­ing the­ory,” Smith said.




    "Ev­ery­thing's the­ory un­til you find out if it works,” Re­mo said.




    “Don't make me chase you down,” Smith said. “Keep in touch.”




    Re­mo hung up. When he turned to Chi­un, the old man was shak­ing his head. He looked up

    from his copy of Con­tract. “These ar­ti­cles are ter­ri­ble,” he said.




    “What's wrong with them?”




    “All they talk about is mon­ey and guns. What about the beau­ty of a per­fect

    as­sas­si­na­tion? What about the tra­di­tion and the his­to­ry and the glo­ry of the art? This

    is writ­ten by Philistines for Philistines.”




    “I know. And you can do bet­ter.”




    “Who knows bet­ter than I?” Chi­un said. “So when you go to the of­fices of these peo­ple,

    find out the name of their ed­itor. You will need it when I fin­ish my sto­ry for them.”




    “What's your sto­ry go­ing to be about?”




    "A civ­ilized as­sas­sin in a world of nin­com­poops. I will call it ‘Chi­un Among the

    Bar­bar­ians.’”




    "Smit­ty will love it,” Re­mo said.




    “He can do what he likes,” Chi­un said, “but I am not cut­ting him in. It is bad enough I

    have to pay you two per­cent.”




    “I thought it was three.”




    “Don't quib­ble about a few dol­lars, Re­mo. It is not seem­ly.”




    Re­mo found the of­fice of Con­tract in a run­down build­ing on East 23rd Street be­tween

    Madi­son Av­enue and Park Av­enue South.




    The of­fice was on the ninth floor of the build­ing, and gi­ant, sil­ver let­ters on the

    wall next to their door blared out the mag­azine's name.




    But in­side, the of­fice was small and shab­by. There was a man sit­ting be­hind the

    re­cep­tion desk who looked as if his on­ly pur­pose in life was to bite the legs off

    vis­itors.




    "Yeah?” he growled as Re­mo en­tered.




    “Is that any way to greet a man who's go­ing to save your life?”




    “Yeah? How you go­ing to save my life?”




    “Maybe by chang­ing my mind,” Re­mo said, “and not do­ing to you what you ob­vi­ous­ly

    de­serve.”




    “Yeah?”




    Re­mo was be­gin­ning to won­der if that was about it for his func­tion­al vo­cab­ulary.




    “I want to look through your records.”




    “What for?”




    “I want to know the names of your ad­ver­tis­ers and which ads have been an­swered

    re­cent­ly.”




    "Take a hike. Our records are pri­vate,” the man said.




    “How many oth­er peo­ple work here?”




    “Why do you want to know?”




    "Be­cause if there's any­body else here, I don't need you and I can shove you in­to your

    desk draw­er,” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah?”




    "Don't start that again,” Re­mo said.




    The man stood up be­hind the desk. He was six-​foot-​six and out­weighed Re­mo by half a

    ton.




    “There ain't no­body else here right now,” he said with a sneer. “So it's just me and you,

    pal.”




    He ex­tend­ed a hand to­ward Re­mo like a wrestler of­fer­ing a hand­lock test of

    strength.




    Re­mo shrugged. It was bet­ter than killing him. Even with a bust­ed hand he could still

    talk.




    Re­mo joined his right hand to the gi­ant's left. He ex­ert­ed no pres­sure.




    "If that's all you got, pal, you're in big trou­ble,” the big man said. Slow­ly, he be­gan

    to put pres­sure on Re­mo's hand. Re­mo nei­ther flinched nor moved.




    The gi­ant frowned. “Play­time's over, bud­dy,” he said. He ex­ert­ed what he thought was

    enough pres­sure to crush Re­mo's hand and drive him to his knees.




    Re­mo didn't move.




    The big man blinked and his fore­head was now a map of lines and creas­es.




    "I'm right hand­ed,” he com­plained.




    Re­mo nod­ded. They un­locked hands, then locked again, this time with Re­mo's left against

    the gi­ant's right.




    The big man in­stant­ly turned on max­imum pres­sure, ev­ery bit of en­er­gy and strength he

    could muster.




    Re­mo didn't move.




    Just as Re­mo de­cid­ed he would have to crush the man's hand­bones in­to paste, the gi­ant

    dis­en­gaged his fin­gers from Re­mo's.




    “All right,” he said. “You win. How'd you do that?”




    “Train­ing and clean liv­ing.”




    “Look, no of­fense, but you don't look like you train much.”




    “It's not that kind of train­ing. It's all done in your head. What's your name?”




    “Hal Bar­den.”




    “You the ed­itor?”




    “No. I'm ev­ery­thing but. This is just a two-​man sheet. Mark Si­mons is the ed­itor. He's

    in­side.”




    “You were fib­bing me,” Re­mo said. “Naughty, naughty.”




    “I'm still here, so maybe it didn't work out so bad,” Bar­den said. “Come on, I'll take you

    to the ed­itor.”




    In­side the front of­fice was an­oth­er small clut­tered of­fice with an­oth­er man sit­ting

    be­hind a small clut­tered desk, wield­ing scis­sors and paste on some yel­lowed news­pa­per

    clip­pings.




    "Mark, this is a friend of mine.” Re­mo stepped for­ward.




    "Re­mo Williams,” he said, ex­tend­ing his hand.




    "Yeah, yeah,” said Mark Si­mons, ig­nor­ing the ex­tend­ed hand.




    Re­mo looked at Bar­den who shrugged.




    “Re­mo's in­ter­est­ed in the mag­azine, Mark. I told him I'd show him around.”




    "Go ahead,” Si­mons said.




    "You ev­er buy manuscripts?” Re­mo asked Si­mons.




    “Some­times. If they're re­al­ly good. You a writ­er?”




    "No. But a friend of mine is,” said Re­mo.




    “He know any­thing about as­sas­si­na­tions and con­tract killings?”




    "A lit­tle,” Re­mo said.




    “Good. Send in any­thing he's got. Most of the peo­ple who send us stuff have been pulling

    their pud­ding for too long. They're like writ­ing Al­ice in Won­der­land.”




    “Thanks. I will.”




    Bar­den led Re­mo away. “C'mon. An­oth­er room back here."




    He led him in­to an­oth­er small room that ap­peared to hold all of Con­tract's files.




    Bar­den waved to­ward a file cab­inet. “That's our ad files. What do you need?"




    "I need your ads on killing the Emir of Bis­la­mi,” Re­mo said.




    Bar­den nod­ded. “Yeah. He was hot in last month's is­sue. We had a cou­ple on him."




    “Three,” Re­mo said. “Can you find them?”




    "Sure.” The big man opened the top draw­er of the file cab­inet and be­gan rif­fling through

    en­velopes.




    "Do you keep a record of who an­swers?” Re­mo asked.




    "No,” Bar­den said over his shoul­der. “We just for­ward them to the ad­ver­tis­er. We don't

    even open them. That way, we stay out of trou­ble with the law. Here they are.” He turned and

    hand­ed Re­mo a slim mani­la fold­er.




    It con­tained the copy for three ad­ver­tise­ments and each had the name and ad­dress of the

    ad­ver­tis­er.




    The first ad, “Ice an Emir,” was in­sert­ed by a John Brown with a post of­fice box in Rye,

    New York. That would be Smith, Re­mo re­al­ized.




    The sec­ond ad was “Send a Monarch to the Mor­tu­ary.” The ad form an­nounced that it had

    been placed by Mrs. Jane Smith, with a New York post of­fice box.




    Re­mo hand­ed it to Bar­den. “You re­mem­ber any­thing about this ad?"




    Bar­den looked at it. “Mrs. Jane Smith,” he said. “Boy, do I. Tall, good-​look­ing wom­an

    with great red hair. Spoke very el­egant­ly. Like a queen she was."




    That would be Princess Sar­ra, Re­mo re­al­ized. He looked at Bar­den with height­ened

    re­spect. The man had sensed the in­nate roy­al­ty in the Princess, even when she was parad­ing

    around as Mrs. Jane Smith.




    The third ad­ver­tise­ment was “Ev­er Kill an Emir? Check Out the Price.” The record showed

    it had been placed, and paid for in cash, by a Mr. Rig­gs who lived in the East

    Sev­en­ties.




    Re­mo jot­ted the name and ad­dress down on a piece of pa­per.




    "I ap­pre­ci­ate your help, Hal,” he said.




    “Any time. Maybe if you come back, you can tell me about your train­ing.”




    “Even bet­ter,” Re­mo said. “I might bring back my train­er with me.”




    "That'd be great,” Bar­den said.




    "Wait un­til you meet him,” Re­mo said.




    As he went to the door, Bar­den hand­ed him the lat­est copy of Con­tract. “Here. A

    free­bie."




    "Thanks a lot,” Re­mo said. Chi­un would be glad to get it.




    Af­ter Re­mo left, Mark Si­mons came out of his of­fice and hit Bar­den's desk with his

    fist.




    “Who the hell was that?”




    “Hey, he was cool, Mark. You wouldn't be­lieve how strong that skin­ny guy is. Some spe­cial

    train­ing and...”




    “Who the hell was he and what did he want?”




    “Take it easy,” Bar­den said. “He just want­ed to look at some of our ads.”




    “What ads?”




    “The ones about killing the Emir.”




    “And you showed them to him?”




    "I wasn't about to tell him no,” Bar­den said.




    "You're a mo­ron, Hal,” Si­mons said and went back to his of­fice. He locked the door

    be­hind him.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen





    The name on the door­bell was James Rig­gs.




    Re­mo pushed his way through the locked down­stairs door and walked up the steps to

    apart­ment 3A.




    When he opened the door, Re­mo said, “Mr. Rig­gs, I'm here in an­swer to your ad."




    "How'd you get my name?” Rig­gs asked. The man was tall, white haired, with tired, red­dened

    eyes.




    "Does it mat­ter?” Re­mo said.




    "The job has been filled,” Rig­gs said.




    "I can fill it bet­ter,” Re­mo told him.




    "I doubt it,” the man said, look­ing sharply at Re­mo.




    "Don't doubt it,” Re­mo said.




    “Look. I'm sor­ry, but the ad has been filled to my sat­is­fac­tion. Good-​bye.”




    He slammed the door shut.




    Re­mo took the door­knob in his hand and bent it down un­til it snapped off on his side.

    In­side, he could hear the oth­er half of the door­knob fall on­to the floor of the hall­way.

    Re­mo hit the door with the heel of his hand and it flew open.




    James Rig­gs was stand­ing five feet in­side the apart­ment look­ing at the bro­ken door,

    then at Re­mo, with fright in his eyes.




    “Well, as long as you're in any­way.”




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. “Who filled the ad?”




    “I don't re­al­ly think...”




    "Good. I'm used to deal­ing with peo­ple who don't think.” Re­mo closed the door and brushed

    past Rig­gs in­to the apart­ment.




    “If you don't leave, I'll call the po­lice.”




    “Fine. I'll just tell them I came here to an­swer your ad­ver­tise­ment for a

    mur­der­er.”




    Rig­gs winced as Re­mo said the word “mur­der­er.” Fi­nal­ly he walked to a bar in the

    cor­ner of the chrome and glass liv­ing room and poured him­self a wa­ter tum­bler full of

    Scotch. He drank half of it, then said, “I don't know. It was just a voice."




    “You bet­ter ex­plain this.”




    “I got a let­ter an­swer­ing the ad. It told me to put a phone num­ber in the Times. I did.

    I got a phone call from a man who told me to meet him in the Sheep Mead­ow last night at 1 A.M.

    I left my apart­ment to walk over there just around 12:40. The street was dark. He was wait­ing

    for me in the street. I couldn't see him. We ne­go­ti­at­ed a fee.”




    “How much?”




    “A hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “To kill the Emir?”




    Rig­gs fin­ished his drink, even as he was shak­ing his head.




    “I didn't want the Emir killed.”




    "That's what your ad said,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “I just put that on it to at­tract at­ten­tion. I fig­ured any­one who'd tack­le the Emir

    would be will­ing to take on a sim­ple job like I had in mind. It was just a thought.”




    "Who did you re­al­ly want hit?” Re­mo asked.




    Rig­gs hes­itat­ed. Re­mo stepped to­ward him.




    "My busi­ness part­ner,” Rig­gs said.




    "What kind of busi­ness are you in?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ad­ver­tis­ing.”




    "It fig­ures,” Re­mo said. He got the name and ad­dress of Rig­gs’ part­ner and left. As he

    went through the door, Rig­gs was pour­ing him­self an­oth­er drink.




    "Be sure to have this door fixed,” Re­mo said. “There's a lot of crime in New York.” Rig­gs

    didn't know how lucky he was. If he had been in any busi­ness but ad­ver­tis­ing, Re­mo might

    have ex­tract­ed a price for his try­ing to have his part­ner killed. But Re­mo did not think

    there should be any law against killing ad­ver­tis­ing men.




    He walked down the stairs and on the first land­ing met Princess Sar­ra com­ing up.




    “We seem to be cov­er­ing a lot of the same ground,” Re­mo said. “No Pakir to­day?”




    “I do not need an es­cort ev­ery­where I go,” she in­formed him. “Mr. Schwartzeneg­ger.”




    "Call me Re­mo,” he said.




    "They told me at the mag­azine that you had been there,” she said.




    “No point in cov­er­ing the same ground twice. Come with me and I'll tell you what Rig­gs

    had to say.”




    She con­sid­ered it.




    “Are you sug­gest­ing we work to­geth­er?”




    "We are on the same side, aren't we?” Re­mo asked.




    “I know what side I am on, Re­mo. Is that your side?”




    "Yes,” he said.




    "Then let us go to my apart­ment and talk,” she of­fered.




    "All right. But we have a stop to make first,” Re­mo said as he took her arm and walked her

    back down the stairs.




    “Where?”




    He told her what Rig­gs had just told him.




    “We are go­ing to warn his part­ner?”




    “No. He's in ad­ver­tis­ing,” Re­mo said. “But I want to see if Wim­pler's been there yet.

    If not, maybe we'll just hang around for a while.”




    A taxi brought them to an apart­ment build­ing al­most iden­ti­cal to the one they had just

    left, ex­cept it was on New York's West Side, on the oth­er side of Cen­tral Park. Re­mo

    checked the mail­box­es, forced the door and they rode the el­eva­tor to the ninth floor.




    The door was open.




    "Stay be­hind me,” Re­mo told the Princess.




    "How gal­lant,” she said, but Re­mo could hear the ten­sion in her voice. She was

    fright­ened. Some­how it made her seem warmer and even more de­sir­able.




    The apart­ment did not ap­pear to be ran­sacked. There was no sign of a strug­gle. Re­mo

    left her in the liv­ing room with or­ders to stay put while he looked around.




    The bed­room was dark as Re­mo pushed open the door. Heavy drapes sealed out all light from

    out­doors. Re­mo re­mem­bered how close he had been to death last night, and he paused,

    height­en­ing his sens­es, lis­ten­ing to hear if an in­vis­ible Wim­pler was still in the

    room, ready to smack him over the skull with an in­vis­ible base­ball bat.




    But there was no sound from the room.




    Re­mo went in.




    The body of Rig­gs’ part­ner was on the floor. He had ap­par­ent­ly been un­dress­ing when

    Wim­pler struck. He was wear­ing socks and un­der­wear. His shirt and suit were tossed over the

    back of a chair. Next to him was a portable TV set with a cracked screen.




    Re­mo heard a sharp in­take of breath be­hind him. Sar­ra had fol­lowed him in­to the

    bed­room and seen the body. The back of her right hand was pressed up against her mouth; her

    eyes were opened wide; her left hand against her breasts com­plet­ed the clas­sic pose.




    "Don't scream,” he or­dered.




    "I do not scream,” she told him as she dropped her hands to her side.




    Re­mo bent over the body to ex­am­ine it. His head had been crushed, but not with any

    spe­cial de­vice. Ap­par­ent­ly Wim­pler had knocked the man un­con­scious, then dropped the

    tele­vi­sion set on his head to make sure of death.




    Ad­ver­tis­ing had scored again. Rig­gs’ part­ner was dead. The death was just a lit­tle

    more di­rect and quick than that usu­al­ly in­flict­ed on Amer­icans by ad­ver­tis­ing.




    “Let's go,” Re­mo told Sar­ra, touch­ing her el­bow and turn­ing her around. “Don't touch

    any­thing.”




    "Shouldn't you call the po­lice?” she asked.




    “No.”




    They rode the el­eva­tor down and found a cab cruis­ing past on the cor­ner.




    Sar­ra gave the driv­er the ad­dress of her apart­ment.




    At her pent­house, over­look­ing the East Riv­er, she of­fered Re­mo a drink which he

    de­clined. It had been years since he had tast­ed liquor and the thought of drink­ing

    al­co­hol, a sub­stance used to di­lute lac­quer, made him feel sick.




    She did not make one for her­self. She sat on the couch next to him, drew her long legs up

    be­neath her and asked, “What did that all mean to you?"




    “That dead guy?”




    “Yes.”




    “On­ly that I missed a chance at Wim­pler.”




    “That's all?”




    He shrugged. “I'm sor­ry if that dis­ap­points you, Sar­ra, but he didn't mean any­thing to

    me."




    He could see that his view­point didn't dis­ap­point her. It might even have ex­cit­ed her

    be­cause she moved clos­er to Re­mo on the so­fa.




    “Do you think this man Wim­pler will try to kill my broth­er?”




    “Yes.”




    “Why? Who would he work for? What has he to gain?”




    “You're right there. He doesn't have a con­tract. He didn't get one from us and he didn't

    get one from you. The oth­er ad­ver­tise­ment was a pho­ny. But the fact is that your broth­er

    is a want­ed man and the price on his head is very high. It won't be hard for a man,

    es­pe­cial­ly an in­vis­ible man, to make con­tact with some­body who'll pay him a lot of

    mon­ey to kill your broth­er.”




    She nod­ded. “I don't know why,” she said, “but I have a feel­ing that he would do it even

    if there were no mon­ey in­volved."




    Re­mo agreed. “We're talk­ing about a man who was a pussy­cat all his life. Now he's got

    pow­er, and last night Chi­un and I chal­lenged that pow­er. I don't think he can ig­nore the

    Emir. Oth­er­wise it tears down all he's tried to do with him­self. I don't think he can

    re­sist the chal­lenge."




    “And you?”




    "What about me?” he asked.




    She touched his arm, then his cheek and fi­nal­ly his lips. Her fin­gers were cool and

    smooth as they traced the out­line of his mouth.




    “Can you re­sist a chal­lenge?”




    "On­ly when I want to, Princess,” said Re­mo.




    And this time he didn't want to.




    It was al­most mid­night when Re­mo left Princess Sar­ra's pent­house apart­ment and her

    bed.




    As he rode down in the el­eva­tor, he felt odd­ly sat­is­fied with him­self and be­gan to

    an­alyze the feel­ing. For a long time, he had been able to sat­is­fy any wom­an. He was like a

    ma­chine, not get­ting per­son­al­ly in­volved, just do­ing a job. All the re­sult of 27 steps

    taught to him by Chi­un.




    Usu­al­ly, Re­mo went down those steps with clin­ical de­tach­ment, stop­ping at what­ev­er

    step was the most the wom­an could stand. The best was usu­al­ly around step 13.




    All neat and pre­cise and me­chan­ical. And bor­ing.




    While tech­nique flow­ered, de­sire had shriv­eled to noth­ing.




    But not this time.




    It was not just Sar­ra who had en­joyed their marathon, he had, too. It had noth­ing to do

    with love ei­ther. Love was an emo­tion of weak­ness, an emo­tion he tried to re­strict in

    him­self, for he could af­ford no weak­ness­es. Falling in love would make him vul­ner­able,

    and a vul­ner­able man in this busi­ness was a dead man.




    This had just been sheer rol­lick­ing phys­ical joy. If he had been able to tell Chi­un

    about it, Chi­un would have thought it dis­gust­ing be­cause it was sex with­out pro­cre­ation

    as a goal. But there had been noth­ing dis­gust­ing about it. It had just been a cel­ebra­tion

    of life by two peo­ple who ap­pre­ci­at­ed life. It had been hap­py. There was no oth­er word

    for it.




    Pre­oc­cu­pied by these thoughts, Re­mo strolled out of Sar­ra's build­ing at pre­cise­ly

    mid­night.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen





    Slits Wil­son liked mid­night in Man­hat­tan. It was the time he usu­al­ly did his best

    work.




    He had earned his nick­name with a knife, cut­ting slits in oth­er peo­ple's bel­lies, and

    he was proud of it. He al­so earned his liv­ing with that knife and didn't live too bad­ly,

    when he wasn't va­ca­tion­ing as a guest of the state.




    But this was a chance to end those trips to jail for­ev­er. It was his big score, and if it

    came off all right, he would have enough mon­ey to set him­self up with a cou­ple of wom­en. A

    cou­ple of fox­es work­ing the street for him could re­al­ly start pulling in the green. Then

    he could branch out. A lit­tle num­bers busi­ness. Even­tu­al­ly, a lit­tle high class drug

    deal­ing.




    But first this job. The dude want­ed some oth­er dude tak­en out, and there were five big

    ones in it for Slits. The dude told Slits to make sure he had enough help. Now, how many

    broth­ers would it take to ice one hon­key?




    But the man was pay­ing and the man in­sist­ed, so Slits got hold of three oth­ers, and now

    they were wait­ing across from the big apart­ment house for one white dude to come march­ing

    out in­to their arms.




    Willie the Whip was Slits’ main back­up man. He was the first one Slits thought of bring­ing

    in on this job. Willie wasn't bad with a knife, ei­ther, al­though Slits thought his slam­bang

    tech­nique lacked style. Willie was Slits’ age, 26, but where Slits was short and stocky,

    Willie was tall and reed-​thin.




    Willie had vol­un­teered his broth­er-​in-​law, Tai­lor Tay­lor. He got his nick­name

    be­cause when he wasn't mug­ging old ladies, he worked in a dry-​clean­ing store. Slits hoped

    that he wouldn't screw things up.




    Num­ber four man in the quar­tet was Big Louie. Louie was five-​feet-​noth­ing when he

    stretched, but he was the mean­est, bad­dest thing Slits knew. Ex­cept for him­self.




    “You jus’ do what I tell you, hear?” Slits in­struct­ed. “This just one guy, but the man say

    he a bad ass, so we gonna be care­ful.”




    “Gotcha.”




    “Raht.”




    “Cool.”




    “Now he gonna come out that door. Me and Willie be on up here, Louie and Tai­lor be down

    there. If he come this way, you come in be­hind him. If he go your way, me'n Willie be be­hind

    him. Dig?”




    “Gotcha.”




    “Raht.”




    “Cool.”




    “Now I cuts him first, see, ‘cause it be my job. Then he be yours. Make sure we gets his

    wal­let so it look like he was took off. And then when we done, you gets a hun­dred each.

    Dig?”




    “Gotcha.”




    “Raht.”




    “Cool.”




    "Take yo’ po­si­tions,” Slits said.




    * * * *




    The care­ful­ly con­trived plan, the high point of Slits Wil­son's in­tel­lec­tu­al life,

    had one flaw.




    It han­dled Re­mo if he turned left or if he turned right. But Re­mo came out of the

    apart­ment build­ing and with­out paus­ing, walked di­rect­ly across the street, leav­ing

    be­hind him four very con­fused young men.




    As their lead­er, Slits knew he had to im­pro­vise, if this whole deal wasn't go­ing to get

    out of hand.




    He went run­ning across the street to­ward Re­mo.




    "Hey, hey. Stop. Hey, hey,” he called.




    Re­mo stopped and looked at him. He saw three oth­er young men fall in and start cross­ing

    be­hind Slits.




    "What do you want?” Re­mo asked.




    "Got a match?” Slits said, think­ing quick­ly.




    "Where's your cigarette?” Re­mo asked.




    Still think­ing quick­ly, Slits said “I mus­ta dropped it."




    “Then you don't need a match.”




    "Dammit, hon­key, I needs a light,” Slits said. He was not about to be dis­suad­ed from a

    good plan just be­cause of some un­co­op­er­ative hon­key.




    “Rub your head on the side­walk,” Re­mo said. “That should give off a spark.”




    Slits saw the oth­er three com­ing up on them now so he whipped out his knife.




    "I gonna cut you,” he said.




    The dude didn't even look scared. “Why don't you talk right?” he said. Then the dude's hand

    moved faster than he could fol­low and his blade was gone.




    "Shit, mah blade. Willie!” he called.




    Willie jumped for­ward, ner­vous­ly wav­ing the blade in his hand. Sud­den­ly, he felt

    some­thing hit his hand and the blade cut a nar­row fur­row in Slits’ cheek.




    “Sheeeit,” Slits yelled, grab­bing his face. “You cut me, you turkey.”




    “It weren't my fault, Slits. Hon­est.”




    "Shut up and cut him!” Slits yelled. “You too!” he yelled to­ward Tai­lor and Louie.




    Slits watched what hap­pened next with wide eyes, not re­al­ly be­liev­ing it.




    Tai­lor made a stab­bing mo­tion at the hon­key and sud­den­ly the hon­key wasn't there.

    Tai­lor and his blade kept go­ing un­til the blade buried it­self to the hilt in Willie's

    stom­ach. Willie's scream cut through the silent mid­night in Man­hat­tan like an icepick

    pierc­ing soft bread. While Tai­lor stared in hor­ror at Willie's body slip­ping to the ground,

    Slits saw the hon­key pick Tai­lor up and toss him head first through the wind­shield of a

    parked car.




    Louie charged the dude from be­hind with his knife, but then the dude wasn't there. He was

    be­hind Louie. He tapped Louie on the shoul­der and when Louie turned, the hon­key jabbed him

    in the stom­ach. With his fin­ger. Louie went down and Slits knew some­how, with a sink­ing

    feel­ing in his stom­ach, that Louie was nev­er go­ing to get up.




    Where was his blade? Slits looked around the ground, anger over­whelm­ing his good sense.

    Gonna cut that dude. Gonna cut him good.




    Just as he got his hand around the hilt of his knife, he couldn't breathe. Some­thing had

    him by the throat and he felt as if his throat had closed up tight. Then he saw the hon­key's

    face in front of him, as if it were float­ing in a haze. The hon­key was say­ing some­thing,

    ask­ing him a ques­tion.




    "Who sent you?” the hon­key was ask­ing. Sheeeit, Slits thought. I don't even know no­body's

    name. Just a white guy.




    He tried to say I don't know, but it came out like “Ah­dun” and then he re­mem­bered the

    knife in his hand and he swung it around, but be­fore it reached any­thing, the steel band

    around his throat tight­ened up even more, and he could feel his brain ex­plod­ing, and he

    dropped the knife on­to the side­walk. And then fell to join it.




    Re­mo looked down at the body. He hadn't re­al­ly want­ed to kill the man, but his

    re­ac­tion had been au­to­mat­ic. Al­so, Re­mo's re­ac­tions had been slow and he had been

    stupid.




    Chi­un was right as usu­al. Re­mo had al­lowed him­self to be af­fect­ed by a wom­an and it

    had al­tered his re­ac­tions.




    He looked at the three men on the ground and at the still feet of the man stuck through the

    wind­shield. Just run-​of-​the-​mill, New York thugs. Bag-​grab­bers and la­dy-​beat­ers.




    But who? And why?




    He stepped back and looked up at the pent­house win­dow of Princess Sar­ra, sus­pi­cions

    in­vad­ing his mind.




    Had she set him up?




    A man watched the ac­tion from down the block. He shook his head. He had known they would

    screw it up.




    He watched Re­mo walk to­ward him. He lounged against a car, lit a cigarette and

    wait­ed.




    When Re­mo was thir­ty feet away, he stepped away from the car, pulled out a pis­tol, took

    care­ful aim, and fired once.




    And missed.




    Im­pos­si­ble, he thought.




    He fired again. He couldn't have missed at this range, but the man didn't even try to duck.

    He just kept com­ing straight on.




    He fired four more times. The man was still com­ing to­ward him. He swung his gun at the

    man's head, but the man seemed to get out of the way of the blow with­out re­al­ly mov­ing.




    Then Re­mo was on him. He felt hands on his throat. He snapped the knife out of its wrist

    spring. He jabbed at the man's eyes.




    Re­mo slid be­low the blow, but then he heard the spine crack. Dis­gust­ed with him­self, he

    let the man drop to the side­walk.




    Re­mo looked down at him. A white man. He bent down and felt the man's jack­et pock­et.




    Good. A white man. With a full wal­let. Re­mo took the wal­let and start­ed jog­ging back to

    his ho­tel room to tell Smith.




    But his mind was still on Princess Sar­ra.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen





    “He was what?”




    Smith re­peat­ed it. “I said, he was a fed­er­al agent un­til last week, when he quit."




    "What's an agent—an ex-​agent—do­ing try­ing to kill me?” Re­mo asked.




    "I don't know. I hope you can find out,” Smith said.




    “All right. By the way, did Chi­un speak to you?”




    “No,” Smith said. “Why?”




    "Be­cause he wasn't here when I got back,” Re­mo said.




    "He did not talk to me,” Smith said.




    Af­ter he hung up, Re­mo looked out over the city. An ex-​agent. Was he, re­al­ly? There

    wasn't any­thing sim­pler than hav­ing a guy quit first so that if he was caught try­ing to

    per­form the job his boss­es had sent him to do, they could al­ways wash their hands of him. He

    quit. He wasn't work­ing for us.




    But for that to be the case, it meant that the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment might be

    in­volved in try­ing to kill the Emir. It wouldn't sur­prise Re­mo. The coun­try had had a

    sol­id tra­di­tion over the last five years of turn­ing its back on its friends. Wash­ing­ton

    was known around the world as Hand-​ups-​ville. Noth­ing com­ing out of Wash­ing­ton any­more

    would sur­prise him, in­clud­ing try­ing to elim­inate the Emir just to solve the pub­lic­ity

    prob­lem of keep­ing him alive in­side the Unit­ed States.




    Why not? It made as much sense as any­thing else.




    And where was Chi­un any­way?




    The taxi driv­er had not want­ed to go all the way to Sandy Hook, New Jer­sey,

    par­tic­ular­ly not for that creepy, old, Ori­en­tal guy that he just knew wasn't go­ing to tip

    worth spit.




    In his own nice, New York way, he had tried to hint this to the old Ori­en­tal.




    “Naaah, ain't no fuck­ing way I'm go­ing to Sandy Hook, ‘cause when I get there, you'll tip

    me shit, and I'll be bring­ing back an emp­ty cab, so fuck off, bud­dy.”




    He had tried to drive off, just as he had driv­en off hun­dreds of oth­er times from oth­er

    po­ten­tial pas­sen­gers, par­tic­ular­ly in the rain, when they were get­ting soaked but

    re­fused to pay dou­ble the me­ter price for their ride. The driv­er put the cab in drive gear

    and gave it gas.




    And noth­ing hap­pened.




    The wheels were turn­ing. He could swear they were turn­ing be­cause he could hear them

    spin­ning and he could even smell the scent of burn­ing rub­ber. But the cab was not go­ing

    any­where, and there was the lit­tle gook, still stand­ing next to the cab, his hand on the

    front pas­sen­ger's door han­dle, his head in­side the win­dow, promis­ing to tip the driv­er a

    whole dol­lar if he took him to Sandy Hook.




    “I ain't goin’ nowhere. Frig­ging cab won't go.”




    "I will fix it,” the old Ori­en­tal in the blue robe said.




    “Yeah? How?”




    Chi­un slid in­to the front seat next to the driv­er, and now when the driv­er gave it gas,

    the cab just drove off neat­ly, as sweet as you please. The driv­er looked at the old man. If

    he didn't know bet­ter, he would have sworn the old man was hold­ing on­to the cab and

    stop­ping it from mov­ing. But, no. That couldn't be.




    Chi­un saw the driv­er look at him and he smiled over at him. “It will not be nec­es­sary

    for you to talk to me while you drive to Sandy Hook. I will even pay you the ex­tra dol­lar if

    you do not make con­ver­sa­tion. In fact, be silent and I will make it a dol­lar and

    twen­ty-​five cents. I know this is a lot but I have been in Amer­ica a long time and I

    un­der­stand the na­tive cus­toms."




    The cab­driv­er start­ed to say some­thing about prob­ably hav­ing to stop for gas on his

    way to Sandy Hook, but Chi­un shushed him with a long-​nailed fin­ger pressed across the front

    of the driv­er's lips.




    “No talk,” Chi­un said. “I have to think.”




    There was no more talk.




    The fare to Sandy Hook was eighty-​eight dol­lars and sev­en­ty cents. In­sist­ing that the

    driv­er should think noth­ing of it, Chi­un paid him with nine­ty dol­lars in Amer­ican mon­ey

    which he took from an old, leather purse, se­cret­ed some­where deep in the folds of his silken

    ki­mono. Chi­un in­sist­ed that the driv­er keep the en­tire re­main­ing dol­lar and thir­ty

    cents as his tip, even though on­ly a dol­lar and a quar­ter had been promised.




    "This is be­cause I am the most gen­er­ous of men,” Chi­un had ex­plained. The driv­er had

    nod­ded. All he want­ed to do was to go back home.




    The own­er of the small fish­ing boat did not want to go out to the is­land off the Jer­sey

    coast. As he ex­plained to the lit­tle Ori­en­tal man in the silken ki­mono, he had al­ready

    made his fi­nal par­ty run of the day, the fish weren't bit­ing any­way, and it was a good day

    for him to go home, lie along­side his back­yard pool, and drink beer.




    He had not re­al­ized how weak, how de­fec­tive, how re­al­ly dis­hon­or­able this goal was

    un­til the old Ori­en­tal had tak­en one of his heavy-​du­ty, deep-​sea fish­ing rods,

    suit­able for catch­ing any­thing from shark and mar­lin to small whale, from its hold­er

    along­side the rail­ing of the boat. The old man held the inch-​thick rod in both hands.




    And then snapped it, as if it were a bread stick.




    He smiled again at the fish­ing boat cap­tain.




    The cap­tain de­cid­ed a run out to the is­land would be nice on a day like to­day, and five

    dol­lars ... he was go­ing to get a whole five dol­lars for him­self? ... oh, joy. He would be

    glad to wait at the is­land dock un­til the old Ori­en­tal gen­tle­man was done and ready to

    come back.




    When the boat docked at the is­land, Chi­un put down the two bro­ken pieces of fish­ing rod

    he had held all the way across the wa­ter on the trip and cau­tioned the cap­tain not to leave

    un­til Chi­un re­turned. “No mat­ter how long it takes,” he said.




    The cap­tain had looked at Chi­un, then at the bro­ken fish­ing pole, and agreed to

    wait.




    As he stepped light­ly off on­to the dock, Chi­un won­dered why Re­mo was al­ways

    com­plain­ing about how dif­fi­cult it was to get around us­ing pub­lic trans­porta­tion.

    Chi­un nev­er had any trou­ble.




    The two guards at the front door were a dif­fer­ent mat­ter, but they were func­tionar­ies

    and that was the role of func­tionar­ies in the world, to stop busy peo­ple from do­ing the

    things that must be done.




    They ex­plained to Chi­un that no one was al­lowed in­side the house with­out prop­er

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion; Chi­un ex­plained to them that it was nec­es­sary for him to talk to the

    Emir; and they ex­plained that this was im­pos­si­ble. Clear­ly im­pos­si­ble.




    Chi­un left them ly­ing by the side of the porch. If he had not been so de­light­ed at the

    ease of find­ing a cab and a boat, and not in such a good mood, he might have hurt them

    se­ri­ous­ly, but in­stead, he just put them to sleep tem­porar­ily.




    As he did the guard out­side the door to the Emir's bed­room.




    When Chi­un went in, the Emir was sit­ting up in bed. His face lit up as he saw the old

    Ori­en­tal.




    “Ahh, my friend, you have not for­got­ten to come back and vis­it me.”




    "It is my plea­sure, Your High­ness,” Chi­un said.




    “I am sur­prised my men did not tell me you were on the way up.”




    "They will tell you all about it when they awak­en,” Chi­un said.




    The Emir laughed. “They are not hurt?"




    Chi­un shook his head.




    "They are good men,” the Emir said.




    Chi­un cor­rect­ed him. “Per­haps they are good-​in­ten­tioned men. It is not the same

    thing, Your High­ness."




    The Emir nod­ded, seem­ing to think about Chi­un's state­ment for a few mo­ments.




    "Is your com­pan­ion, Re­mo, with you on this vis­it?” he said. He turned to­ward the left

    win­dow in the room, and the slow­ly sink­ing sun splashed his face with or­ange light,

    eras­ing the pal­lor that ap­proach­ing death had laid up­on his fea­tures.




    "No. And it is not a vis­it. I am here on a mis­sion,” Chi­un said.




    “Yes?”




    "Do you trust the peo­ple around you?” Chi­un asked.




    "As much as I must,” The Emir said.




    “Your as­sis­tant?”




    “Pakir? He's been with me for many years. Yes, I trust him.”




    “Your sis­ter, the Princess?”




    "She loves me. I think she would give her life to save mine,” the Emir said.




    Chi­un looked at the dy­ing monarch. How much, he won­dered, should he tell him?




    “There have been at­tempts on our lives in the last sev­er­al days,” Chi­un said. “By

    peo­ple of your coun­try.”




    “Did you get their names?”




    "No. They had no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion,” Chi­un said.




    "But you were sure they were of my coun­try? You know, many na­tion­al­ities look alike,”

    the Emir said.




    “That is true,” said Chi­un. “But few of them eat alike. The mouths of these men ex­ud­ed

    the smell of parindor, the spice that is used in cook­ing your na­tion­al dish­es.”




    The Emir nod­ded. “Why would they try to kill you and not me? As­sum­ing that I am the

    even­tu­al tar­get?” he asked.




    “Per­haps they are wait­ing for the price to reach its high­est lev­el,” Chi­un said.

    “Af­ter we were at­tacked by these men, the Princess ar­rived. And lat­er so did Pakir.”




    “Mas­ter Chi­un, I ap­pre­ci­ate your good in­ten­tions. But I trust those peo­ple

    whole­heart­ed­ly. If they were there, as you say and I have no doubt, then they were try­ing

    to save me from mur­der­ers and as­sas­sins so I can wait for my nat­ural death. Oh yes, I know

    I am go­ing to die. I am pre­pared for it. You saw it in your ex­am­ina­tion, did you not?”




    Chi­un nod­ded.




    "We will do our best to see that you are al­lowed to die in your own way, with dig­ni­ty,”

    the Ko­re­an said.




    “I have faith that you will,” the Emir said. He paused a mo­ment, then said, “Tell me. Why

    is it I have this feel­ing that you and I have met? Or that there is some feel­ing be­tween us

    that goes back many years?”




    “We have not met,” Chi­un said. “But our an­ces­tors did many years ago.”




    "On a bat­tle­field?” the Emir said.




    “No. The House of Sinan­ju was re­tained to work for your roy­al house. The Mas­ter at that

    time did his task, but was not paid. If I could on­ly keep you alive, I would send you a bill

    for the amount.”




    “And if I could stay alive, I would pay it glad­ly,” the Emir said. “The House of Sinan­ju,”

    he said soft­ly. “Of course, I have heard of it, in the archives of our land. I thought it was

    just a myth, a leg­end.”




    “A leg­end,” Chi­un said. “But not a myth. I will leave now.”




    As he was at the bed­room door, the Emir called his name soft­ly. When Chi­un turned, the

    de­posed ruler said, “I trust not the Amer­icans. They were once my friends, but now I think I

    am an em­bar­rass­ment to them. I think they would like it bet­ter if I were dead. Once it was

    not like this,” he said but his voice trailed off in­to the mists of mem­ory, and sleep came

    over his tired body.




    "You will not come to harm while I live,” Chi­un said. “Or there will be many who pay the

    debt of your death.” But the Emir was not lis­ten­ing; he had lapsed in­to sleep.




    "Where've you been?” Re­mo asked when Chi­un re­turned to their ho­tel room.




    "I must ac­count for my where­abouts now like a school child?” Chi­un said.




    "No, I guess you don't,” Re­mo said.




    “I went to see the Emir.”




    “And?”




    "I want­ed to hear what he thought about his sis­ter,” Chi­un said.




    "What does he think about her?” Re­mo asked.




    “He trusts her.”




    "And you don't?” Re­mo said.




    “I on­ly know that the la­dy is clever and strong-​willed, and that she has blind­ed you so

    you fail to see be­yond her skin.”




    "Well, maybe not af­ter tonight,” Re­mo said. Quick­ly, he told Chi­un about the at­tempt on

    him as he was leav­ing Sar­ra's apart­ment build­ing.




    "That wom­an is al­ways close when death ar­rives,” Chi­un said.




    The tele­phone rang. It was Smith.




    “Re­mo,” he said, “I've been do­ing some think­ing.”




    “So have I,” Re­mo said. “If that guy who tried to hit me tonight was a fed­er­al agent, it

    might just mean that our gov­ern­ment is in­volved in an at­tempt to put away the Emir. Now if

    you still want us to pro­tect him, we will. But we might wind up killing a lot of our own. Do

    you want to chance it?”




    “That's just what I was think­ing about,” Smith said. “So I checked it out again. The man

    who tried to kill you tonight, well, his iden­ti­fi­ca­tion was that of an FBI agent. But he

    wasn't the man. I had the fin­ger­prints checked. He wasn't the re­al agent.”




    “Who was he?”




    “I don't know, but he wasn't an FBI agent.”




    Some­thing was nip­ping at Re­mo's mind and mem­ory. “Lis­ten,” he said. “The re­al agent.

    Was he as­signed to guard the Emir?"




    "Yes. He had been be­fore he quit,” Smith said.




    "All right. Now the guy who's in charge of that de­tail ... what's his name ... Ran­disi.

    What does he look like?” Re­mo asked.




    “You saw him,” Smith said. “You tell me.”




    “No. You check your files and find out what his de­scrip­tion is. I'll wait.”




    Re­mo heard the tele­phone be­ing laid down and he could hear the desk-​top com­put­er

    screen slide open. He could hear type­writ­er keys be­ing de­pressed, and then a faint whir. A

    few mo­ments lat­er, Smith was back on the line.




    “He's thir­ty-​five, salt and pep­per hair, brown eyes, six-​foot-​two, two-​hun­dred

    pounds. A small scar along­side the right cor­ner of his mouth.”




    Re­mo shook his head as he lis­tened to the rest of the de­scrip­tion.




    “Swell,” he said. “That's not the guy, Smit­ty.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “That's not the man Chi­un and I saw on the is­land. Some­body's brought in a ringer. For

    all we know, the re­al Ran­disi might be dead. Maybe the guy who tried to kill me tonight

    too.”




    There was si­lence on the oth­er end of the line.




    Then Smith said, “That means..."




    “That means that ev­ery agent we have on that is­land could be a pho­ny. They could be

    mem­bers of a hit squad to kill the Emir.”




    "But why haven't they done it by now?” Smith said.




    Chi­un called from across the room. “Per­haps they are wait­ing for the price to get high

    enough."




    "They're prob­ably wait­ing for the price to get high enough,” Re­mo said, with a thank-​you

    nod to Chi­un.




    "It could be,” Smith said.




    “It is,” Re­mo said. “And it's that Pakir.”




    “Why him?”




    “He's in charge of se­cu­ri­ty on the is­land,” Re­mo said. “He'd know if he was work­ing

    with pho­ny agents. He would have checked them out.”




    “I'll send a he­li­copter for you,” Smith said. “It will be the fastest way to get

    there.”




    "Why don't you call the is­land?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    "And talk to whom?” Smith said.




    Re­mo thought a mo­ment. “Try the Princess. Maybe she's there by now."




    “And if she isn't?”




    “We're on our way,” Re­mo said. “And Smit­ty...”




    “What?”




    “If he's dead when we get there, don't try to pin this one on me.”


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen





    El­mo Wim­pler sat hud­dled un­der a blan­ket in the rear of the twen­ty-​foot-​long

    speed­boat that was an­chored 700 yards off the ocean side of the Emir's New Jer­sey coastal

    is­land.




    He looked for­ward to the next cou­ple of hours.




    He had mon­ey in the bank now, cour­tesy of that dead ad­ver­tis­ing man, and now he had a

    mis­sion: to take care of the Emir and the two men, the Amer­ican and the Ori­en­tal, who had

    al­most cap­tured him in Cen­tral Park.




    They were as­so­ci­at­ed with the Emir some­how; he was sure of that. So he would be most

    like­ly to find them here on the Emir's is­land hide­away. El­mo Wim­pler had to re­pay them.

    It was that sim­ple be­cause while they lived, there was al­ways the threat that there was

    some­one in the world who was not afraid of Wim­pler's pow­er.




    He sipped warm tea from a ther­mos and thought about the Emir of Bis­la­mi. The man had once

    had a whole coun­try in the palm of his hand and now Wim­pler had that man's life in his own

    hands. Just the thought sent chills through him. And, any­way, when he had killed the Emir, he

    was sure he would find some­body will­ing to pay their fair share of the cost. That mag­azine

    had said there was a boun­ty of as much as twen­ty mil­lion on the Emir's head. Some of that he

    would col­lect; he was sure of it.




    In a third floor of­fice in the is­land man­sion, Perce Pakir put some note­books in­to a

    wall safe, then locked the safe with a flour­ish. The time had come.





    The Emir's health was fail­ing. If Pakir did not move soon, he would miss out on the

    con­tracts he had agreed to ac­cept.




    The mon­ey was im­por­tant, but it had been more than mon­ey, too. For years the Emir had

    treat­ed Pakir as a loy­al aide-​de-​camp, but that was all. Nev­er as an equal. Nev­er as a

    mem­ber of the roy­al fam­ily. Nev­er as a friend. Al­ways as a sub­ject.




    Enough of that. The monar­chy of Bis­la­mi was dead. Done for­ev­er. It was time to scratch

    some­thing from the ru­ins. Pakir was go­ing to scratch out ten mil­lion dol­lars for

    guar­an­tee­ing that the hold­er of the throne nev­er went back to his coun­try to re­claim his

    an­cient monar­chy.




    He had hatched the plan on the very day that he and the Emir and the Princess Sar­ra had

    fled the coun­try, ahead of the on­rush­ing rev­olu­tion­ary troops. Once they had got­ten to

    this Unit­ed States is­land, he had been able to con­vince the Emir that he should

    per­son­al­ly su­per­vise se­cu­ri­ty ar­range­ments, co­or­di­nat­ing with the Unit­ed States

    gov­ern­ment's agents. He had in­sist­ed that the U.S. agents live on the is­land as a

    se­cu­ri­ty mea­sure. Then, with the Emir's own Roy­al Guard se­cure­ly un­der his com­mand,

    Pakir had met each U.S. agent as he ar­rived, dis­posed of each one of them, and sub­sti­tut­ed

    his own men by bring­ing them in by boat, at night, when the Emir slept.




    There were twen­ty men on the is­land now, Roy­al Guard and U.S. agents. But the U.S. agents

    weren't re­al­ly U.S. agents, the Roy­al Guard was loy­al to Pakir, and it was time for him to

    dis­pose of the Emir.




    The on­ly per­son who was not in­clud­ed on his side was the Princess Sar­ra. He hoped he

    wouldn't have to have her killed, too. He had plans for her.




    It would have all been done be­fore this, but it had tak­en time for Pakir to make his

    ar­range­ments with the new rev­olu­tion­ary gov­ern­ment of Bis­la­mi.




    And then that id­iot mag­azine had run those ad­ver­tise­ments seek­ing peo­ple to kill the

    Emir, and those two re­al U.S. agents had come to the is­land. These were the on­ly loose

    ends.




    He had tried to dis­pose of those agents, the Amer­ican and the Ori­en­tal, and had failed.

    And he had tried to get rid of who­ev­er it was who would take the con­tract to kill the Emir.

    He couldn't af­ford to have any­one else run­ning around, charg­ing their is­land, tak­ing

    cred­it for as­sas­si­nat­ing the Emir. But he had not been able to con­tact that man to put

    him away.




    So there was no more time to waste. Tonight was the night the job had to be done.




    Once it was over, the fake U.S. agents would just sim­ply dis­ap­pear. The Unit­ed States

    would have to talk to the world about the mur­der of the Emir and the dis­ap­pear­ance of

    al­most a dozen U.S. agents. The world wouldn't buy it. It would sim­ply look to the world as

    if the Unit­ed States had killed the Emir and then killed the men who ac­tu­al­ly pulled the

    trig­ger.




    It would serve ev­ery­body's pur­pos­es. Pakir could col­lect for the as­sas­si­na­tion from

    the new rev­olu­tion­ary gov­ern­ment of Bis­la­mi and from the Rus­sians for both the death

    and the em­bar­rass­ment of the Unit­ed States.




    And he ... and per­haps the Princess Sar­ra if she de­cid­ed to be rea­son­able ... would

    live the lives of the very wealthy. Per­haps in South Amer­ica. Or Switzer­land. Or any­where.

    There were very few doors, na­tion­al or oth­er­wise, that were not open to a man with ten

    mil­lion dol­lars.




    It was time.




    The Emir stirred in bed. He opened his eyes for a mo­ment, then closed them again, try­ing

    to drift back in­to sleep. Sleep was all he had left. And then death. He was help­less now to

    af­fect his own fate. If the many groups with a price on his head did not get him, the can­cer

    would.




    It was prob­ably best this way. Sar­ra could go on to live her life. His friends in the

    Unit­ed States, even though they had aban­doned him in his hour of need, would be rid of a

    na­tion­al em­bar­rass­ment.




    And the Emir would be re­moved from pain.




    It was prob­ably best.




    Princess Sar­ra stepped through the door­way in­to her broth­er's room. He slept

    peace­ful­ly, and she sat by the side of the bed, in a chair, wait­ing ... for what? For him to

    die? She felt help­less and won­dered why she had come. Was it be­cause she had plea­sured her

    body with Re­mo ear­li­er that day, and now felt guilty about dis­port­ing her­self while her

    broth­er was the tar­get of both killers and dis­ease?




    The he­li­copter had land­ed them on the New Jer­sey shore­line and a pow­er boat was

    wait­ing to speed them to the is­land.





    As they alight­ed at the main dock, Re­mo ob­served: “No one around. They're sup­posed to

    have some­body on this dock to check vis­itors."




    "Per­haps they were not ex­pect­ing guests,” Chi­un said.




    "And per­haps they are dis­cussing what to do about these guests,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. They heard the sound si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. Foot­steps, some­one run­ning

    through the brush from the main house. When he broke out in­to the open, they saw who it

    was.




    It was Ran­disi, the top fed­er­al agent on the is­land. Or the man who played the part of

    Ran­disi.




    He ran up to them, ap­par­ent­ly out of breath and some­what wild-​eyed. Re­mo ran through

    Smith's de­scrip­tion again in his mind. Ran­disi, Smith said, was 35, six-​foot-​two, two

    hun­dred pounds, with salt and pep­per hair. This man was al­most 50, five-​foot-​eight, fat,

    with red hair.




    “They've tak­en over the house,” he gasped, grab­bing Re­mo by the shoul­ders. “The Emir is

    in dan­ger. You'd bet­ter hur­ry.”




    "You're Ran­disi?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes.”




    “You're right,” Re­mo told him. “We shouldn't waste any time. We should get right down to

    it.”




    “Right.”




    Re­mo reached out and touched the fake agent on the back of the neck, where the spinal

    col­umn en­ters the skull and is the most vul­ner­able. It snapped and the man fell at his

    feet, dead.




    Chi­un was al­ready mov­ing to the house. Re­mo quick­ly got to his side. “If they sent him

    ahead with that pho­ny warn­ing, they're wait­ing for us to come run­ning right up to the front

    of the house,” he said.




    Im­me­di­ate­ly, they cir­cled off, through the brush, to come around to the rear of the

    large four-​sto­ry man­sion.




    As they passed the side of the house, they saw three men with suits, armed with au­to­mat­ic

    ri­fles, crouched near the path­way lead­ing to the front of the house.




    "Qui­et­ly,” Chi­un warned.




    Re­mo nod­ded. If the Emir was still alive, any sign that Re­mo and Chi­un were com­ing to

    his res­cue might mean his im­me­di­ate death.




    They cut back in be­hind the three men. When they were on­ly two feet away, Re­mo pursed his

    lips and hissed.




    “Psssssst.”




    The three men turned around. Re­mo and Chi­un struck at the same time. Re­mo took the man on

    the right. Chi­un han­dled the one in the mid­dle and the one on the left. With­out a sound,

    the life was crushed from their bod­ies.




    "Four,” Chi­un said.




    “Smith said there were twelve fed­er­al agents on the is­land. And we saw eight Roy­al

    Guards. There's at least twen­ty,” Re­mo said. He looked up, then hissed to Chi­un: “There's

    two up on the roof. I'll go up and work my way down. You start down here and work up. One of

    us'll get to the Emir be­fore they have a chance to kill him.”




    Re­mo went to the rear of the house. The build­ing was brick and the thin in­den­ta­tion of

    mor­tar be­tween the old, red bricks was enough for him to get fin­ger and toe holds as he

    start­ed up.




    He went up the side of the build­ing like an up­side down film of a drop of rain run­ning

    down a win­dow. The se­cret was in the pres­sure; the body had to keep the pres­sure

    con­cen­trat­ed in­ward, in­to the cen­ter of the stone, and if the pres­sure were strong

    enough and con­cen­trat­ed enough, it over­pow­ered the nor­mal pull of grav­ity that would

    yank some­one back down to the ground.




    As Re­mo went over the top of the roof, he saw the two men, mem­bers of the Roy­al Guard,

    look­ing over the front brick wall to­ward the ground.




    It would have been easy to throw them over.




    Easy but noisy. And si­lence was ev­ery­thing now, if they were to keep the Emir alive.




    When he was be­hind them, he tapped both men on their shoul­ders. They turned. In a blink of

    an eye, both dropped to the roof. Re­mo caught their ri­fles be­fore they hit the rooftop with

    a clat­ter, and care­ful­ly laid them down.




    Six down. De­pend­ing on what Chi­un was do­ing be­low.




    An un­locked trap door opened to the floor be­low. Re­mo dropped through it, right in­to the

    mid­dle of two more guards­men who were hold­ing a lad­der, get­ting ready to climb up to the

    roof.




    The men looked at Re­mo for a split-​sec­ond be­fore re­act­ing. It was a split-​sec­ond too

    long.




    Eight down. Re­mo caught the lad­der be­fore it hit.




    Re­mo was alone on the fourth floor. Two floors down was the Emir's bed­room. Re­mo

    won­dered if Princess Sar­ra would be with her broth­er.




    Chi­un had start­ed in the front door, just as four men had walked out of the house. Each of

    them car­ried an au­to­mat­ic ri­fle.




    All any of them saw was the pur­ple blur of Chi­un's night­time robe. When he was done, the

    four ri­fles were propped to­geth­er in a mil­itary tri­pod in one cor­ner of the porch. On the

    oth­er cor­ner were propped the four men in the iden­ti­cal fash­ion. They looked like a

    singing group on a Philadel­phia street cor­ner.




    No one in­side the house had heard a sound.




    Re­mo eased his way down to the third floor. There were two men around the cor­ner at the

    bot­tom of the steps. Re­mo heard them talk­ing.




    “I think Pakir's dream­ing,” said one, in a harsh Amer­ican voice. “There's no­body

    here.”




    "Just you and me,” said an­oth­er Amer­ican voice.




    "And me,” said Re­mo, step­ping from around the cor­ner.




    The two Amer­icans wheeled to­ward him, their hands reach­ing for the guns in hol­sters on

    their hips.




    Ten. That he knew of.




    In­side the front door of the house, Chi­un had paused, lis­ten­ing. There were no voic­es,

    no foot­steps. The steps to the sec­ond floor were a long, curved stair­case, and from the

    bot­tom floor it was im­pos­si­ble to see the sec­ond land­ing. On the side of the wall was the

    lightswitch, and Chi­un threw it, cast­ing the down­stairs floor and the stair­way in­to

    dark­ness.




    "Light went off,” he heard a voice from up­stairs call.




    "Check it out,” an­oth­er said.




    “Sure. Any­thing's bet­ter than stand­ing here.”




    Chi­un moved to the stair­way, and raced half up, stop­ping halfway to the next floor. He

    could tell by the sounds of their feet that two men were com­ing down. As they turned the

    cor­ner so their vi­sion cov­ered the first floor, Chi­un stepped out from the shad­ow at the

    side of the stairs. His long-​nailed hands shot for­ward from his ki­mono sleeves and fas­tened

    them­selves around the throats of the two men. They strug­gled for a brief in­stant, try­ing

    first to free them­selves, then to scream. They did nei­ther. Slow­ly, Chi­un let them drop to

    the soft, car­pet­ed steps. He ran up the re­main­ing steps to the sec­ond floor. Re­mo was

    com­ing down the steps from the third floor.




    Perce Pakir was walk­ing in­to the Emir's room. He car­ried a pis­tol in his hand.




    Both Re­mo and Chi­un saw him en­ter the room as they reached the sec­ond floor

    land­ing.




    Four men, two on Re­mo's side, two on Chi­un's side, al­so watched Pakir en­ter the

    room.




    It was their last view of life. Re­mo and Chi­un each moved be­hind their two men and

    silent­ly throt­tled them. They re­leased the men's bod­ies which sank soft­ly to the

    Per­sian-​car­pet­ed hall­way floor, then the two men, Mas­ter and dis­ci­ple, ran down the

    hall­way, meet­ing at the cen­ter door to the Emir's room.




    "Took you long enough to get here,” Re­mo said.




    “At my age, one must avoid sud­den move­ments,” Chi­un said light­ly. “Qui­et.”




    Re­mo was silent as Chi­un lis­tened at the door. He turned back to Re­mo.




    "There are three of them. The Emir, the Princess, and Pakir. Pakir is near­est us,” Chi­un

    whis­pered.




    "Then we might as well go in,” Re­mo said.




    Re­mo tossed him­self at the door, just at the crit­ical point where the heavy oak and the

    brass hinges were mis­bal­anced, and as the door swung open and Pakir wheeled, gun in hand,

    Chi­un came through the door over Re­mo's body, and with an el­egant mo­tion of a slip­pered

    toe kicked the gun from Pakir's hand. Be­fore the beard­ed aide could go for it, Re­mo had him

    par­alyzed, dig­ging his fin­gers in­to the Bis­lami­an's shoul­der mus­cle.




    "He was go­ing to kill my broth­er,” Princess Sar­ra said. She stood next to the Emir's bed,

    lean­ing over, as if ready to shield her monarch with her own body.




    "I know,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un re­trieved Pakir's gun from the floor and put it on the ta­ble, next to the Emir.




    The old monarch's eyes were fiery with anger.




    “Why, Pakir? Why?”




    “Be­cause you are go­ing to die any­way. Be­cause when you die I will still be hunt­ed by

    your en­emies. But if I kill you, they will no longer hunt me and I will be wealthy. Wealthy

    be­yond my wildest dreams.”




    “Ten mil­lion dol­lars,” Princess Sar­ra said to the Emir. “That is what is of­fered for

    you.”




    The Emir looked at her, then back at his once-​trust­ed aide. “Wealthy be­yond your wildest

    dreams? Your trou­ble, Pakir, is that you al­ways dreamed small,” the Emir said.




    His hand dart­ed out from his bed and picked up the pis­tol Chi­un had put on the end

    ta­ble. He brought his arm around and squeezed off a shot at Pakir. Re­mo felt the man grow

    limp in his hands and dropped him to the floor where he lay mo­tion­less.




    “Good shot,” he said. “I'm glad you didn't hit me.”




    “I apol­ogize.”




    "That's all right. I would have dodged,” Re­mo said.




    "Not for that,” the Emir said. “For us­ing the gun. There was a day when I would have

    stran­gled this traitor with my bare hands. But now ... I can­not.” He looked to­ward

    Chi­un.




    The old Ko­re­an nod­ded. “Weapons take all the fun out of it,” he said. Some­thing seemed

    to catch his at­ten­tion and he went to the Emir's large, bed­room win­dow which looked out

    over the At­lantic Ocean.




    He turned back to Re­mo.




    "There is some­thing out there,” he said.




    "A boat,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “A black boat. Very black."


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen





    El­mo Wim­pler was al­most ready to go.




    The joke would be on the man he rent­ed the boats from when they were found, paint­ed black,

    and he won­dered why some­one would want to de­face his boats.




    The boats had tak­en more paint that Wim­pler had ex­pect­ed and he was glad that he had

    made up a new batch of the in­vis­ibil­ity paint and put it in­to spray cans. The paint job

    wasn't much, but it would do for a quick op­er­ation.




    Maybe when this was over, and he found some­one will­ing to pay him for hav­ing killed the

    Emir, he would move on­to a boat. A yacht of his own. And he would on­ly get off the ship when

    he want­ed to make a con­tract for a killing, or to shop for sup­plies and food. He did not

    think he would leave the boat for a wom­an. It no longer in­ter­est­ed him. He had thought a

    lot about wom­en since the night he had worked his will on Phyl­lis and, frankly, there was no

    com­par­ison. He pre­ferred killing to sex.




    And tonight he would kill his first monarch, he thought, as he fin­ished pulling on his

    in­vis­ible, black trousers.




    There were twen­ty-​one dead men on the is­land, count­ing Pakir.




    Re­mo called Smith to tell him that the Emir was all right.




    “Ev­ery­one else is dead?”




    "They were all fakes,” Re­mo said.




    “I hope so.”




    “They were. And the Roy­al Guards were in Pakir's pock­et be­cause they fig­ured if they

    stayed loy­al to the Emir, they'd be next on the hit pa­rade.”




    “Have you seen any sign of the bod­ies of our re­al agents?”




    "I'd have to guess that they were dumped out at sea,” Re­mo said.




    "The Princess?” asked Smith.




    “She's well and she's clean. She's the on­ly one on the is­land who wasn't part of it. I

    think Pakir had a thing for her and want­ed to keep her alive.”




    “What are you do­ing now?”




    “Chi­un and I are go­ing af­ter Wim­pler. His boat is out there off­shore.”




    “Is that wise?” Smith said. “Leav­ing the Emir and the Princess alone?”




    "It is now. I've tak­en care of it,” Re­mo said.




    "Be care­ful,” said Smith.




    Re­mo hung up the hall tele­phone and turned to find Sar­ra watch­ing him from the door­way

    of her broth­er's room.




    "The Emir?” Re­mo asked.




    “Not well. Pakir's dis­loy­al­ty is a crush­ing blow. Chi­un is with him.”




    “You trust­ed Pakir too, didn't you?”




    "I dis­liked him, but I didn't think he would turn on the Emir,” she said.




    "He had the hots for you,” said Re­mo.




    "The hots?” she asked.




    “Slang. He lust­ed for you.”




    "Prob­ably. But not I for him. I on­ly have hots for you,” she said.




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. “It beats the hell out of love ev­ery time.”




    She stepped up and hugged him. “You will be care­ful with this oth­er man you wait for?"




    “Don't wor­ry. You'll re­mem­ber what I told you?”




    “Yes. I do not un­der­stand it, and I do not be­lieve it, but I will do it.”




    "Just do it,” Re­mo said. They walked to­geth­er to the door­way of the Emir's room.




    Chi­un was lean­ing over the thin and bony ruler who was speak­ing.




    “Since I will die in any case, I would rather have been mur­dered than find out that Pakir,

    my friend, had plot­ted against me.”




    Chi­un's face tight­ened with anger. “That is stupid,” he said.




    The Emir looked shocked.




    “What?”




    “Stupid, stupid,” said Chi­un. “You are giv­ing to oth­ers and their ac­tions the pow­er of

    life and death over you. But if a man is to be a man, he must rule not on­ly a coun­try, but

    the cir­cum­stances of his life and the con­di­tions of his death.”




    The Emir ob­vi­ous­ly thought about that for a mo­ment, then nod­ded. “There should be no

    lament for traitors,” he said.




    "Are you all right, my broth­er?” Sar­ra asked as she en­tered the room.




    "Just tired,” the Emir said.




    “Rest,” she said. “I will sit with you.”




    "And he will be about his majesty's work,” Chi­un said.




    From the door­way, Re­mo called to Sar­ra. “You know what to do?"




    “Yes,” she said. “I do not un­der­stand, but I will do it.”




    And even as Chi­un and Re­mo were go­ing down the stairs to­ward their wait­ing boat,

    Princess Sar­ra bus­ied her­self in the Emir's room, light­ing can­dles. Can­dles tak­en from

    all over the house. She lit them on the dress­er and near the win­dows and on the small end

    ta­bles and desk and on the man­tle.




    As their boat pow­ered away from the main dock, and turned be­hind the small is­land, Re­mo

    saw the flick­er­ing of can­dles in the Emir's room, and smiled to him­self. El­mo Wim­pler

    might have a de­vice that could short-​cir­cuit light­bulbs, but it would take a lot of

    con­cen­trat­ed puffs of air to blow out all those can­dles. And while he was do­ing it, he

    would be just an­oth­er lit­tle man in a black suit, and Princess Sar­ra, with Pakir's

    re­volver, would blow him in­to pieces.




    The Emir was safe.




    As their boat moved qui­et­ly, slow­ly to­ward the dark sil­hou­ette against the dark,

    night­time sky, Re­mo said to Chi­un, “You are re­al­ly fond of him, aren't you?"




    “He was the hold­er of a great throne,” Chi­un said. “He has been re­placed by jack­als who

    have nei­ther his courage nor his char­ac­ter. They will, in the sa­cred name of ‘the peo­ple,’

    ex­alt medi­ocrity, stu­pid­ity, and bru­tal­ity. I would have a monar­chy ev­ery time.”




    “Why?” Re­mo asked. “Monar­chies can be mediocre, stupid, and bru­tal too.”




    “But if they are, they can be changed with the dis­pos­al of one man. Be­cause of this, the

    best monar­chs know that they must rule with in­tel­li­gence and com­pas­sion. This man was one

    of the best. The poor peo­ple of his na­tion will soon know how much of a man he was. Shh­hhh.

    We ap­proach.”




    Re­mo cut the en­gines. The boat con­tin­ued drift­ing to­ward the larg­er boat, an­chored

    some 40 yards ahead of them.




    El­mo Wim­pler had on­ly tak­en a lit­tle while to de­cide with what weapon to re­place his

    con­fis­cat­ed skull-​crush­er.




    A knife.




    An in­vis­ible knife which would, how­ev­er, pro­duce very vis­ible blood.




    He had treat­ed three dif­fer­ent knives with his paint, and fash­ioned a belt with large

    loops so he could wear them all on his waist. He would, when he had the time, prac­tice

    throw­ing them. It would make him even more dead­ly, work­ing in the dark, and with­out the

    tell­tale flash of flame that would give away his po­si­tion if he used a gun.




    He buck­led his belt. It was time.




    Time to ice an Emir.




    He walked to­ward the front of the boat. And then he heard it.




    A voice.




    It was the Amer­ican.




    “Any­body home?” it called. “Ready or not, here we come.”




    They had felt them­selves drift in­to the boat, but up close, with­out the boat out­lined

    black against the sky, they could not see it. He and Chi­un climbed out of their small boat,

    go­ing up the side of Wim­pler's craft, find­ing hand­holds and toe­holds where none could be

    seen.




    He couldn't be­lieve his eyes. Climb­ing over the side of the boat, step­ping on­to the

    deck, were those two from the park. The Amer­ican and the Ori­en­tal. They had found him.




    El­mo Wim­pler shrank back in­to the shad­ows, crouch­ing down in a cor­ner of the rear

    deck. He couldn't let them in­ter­fere. Not now. Not when he was so close.




    He wait­ed un­til they were both on deck. Then qui­et­ly he drew one of his knives. They

    be­gan to walk about the boat when he no­ticed some­thing.




    Their feet made no sound as they walked.




    But nor­mal men should have made sounds as they walked around a wood­en deck. Were they ...

    some­thing more than nor­mal?




    He put the thought out of his mind. He had no time. He had to get rid of them and get on to

    the Emir.




    He stood up and took a step to­ward the Amer­ican. And both men turned in his di­rec­tion as

    if they had heard him.




    He had made no sound. How had they known?




    The Ori­en­tal point­ed di­rect­ly at him and said: “There?"




    How could they know?




    “It's all over, El­mo,” the tall one said. “It's all over. Back to Wim­pville for you.”




    No. No. Not now. Not ev­er.




    He threw the in­vis­ible knife through the dark­ness of the night at the tall man, and the

    Ori­en­tal pushed the white man out of the way. El­mo watched as the knife struck the

    Ori­en­tal in the chest—hilt first.




    Damn.




    "A knife,” the Ori­en­tal said. He saw the tall one nod. El­mo pulled an­oth­er knife from

    his belt. Hold­ing it in front of him, he charged the tall white man.




    He didn't see the man's hand move, but some­thing struck his wrist. The knife flew from his

    hand and over the side.




    He rolled back away from the man and pulled his last knife from his belt. He stood

    per­fect­ly still. If he did not move, they would have to come to him. And he was still the

    Shad­ow, the man who ter­ri­fied oth­er men, the man with the pow­er of life and death over

    oth­ers.




    "He's stand­ing still, Chi­un,” the Amer­ican said.




    “He is right there,” the old man said, point­ing di­rect­ly at Wim­pler. “He has an­oth­er

    knife.”




    "A piece of cake,” Re­mo said.




    El­mo tight­ened his grip on the knife and licked his lips. The Ori­en­tal moved clos­er to

    him on one side, the white man on the oth­er.




    Now. With­in easy reach.




    Wim­pler swung the knife with all his pow­er, aim­ing for the old man's skin­ny throat. But

    sud­den­ly the old man wasn't there any­more.




    “You can stop mov­ing,” said the Ori­en­tal in­to the black­ness. “But you can­not stop

    breath­ing, and we can al­ways find you.”




    Blind­ed with anger and frus­tra­tion, El­mo swung at the robed man with his knife again,

    feel­ing even more fury as he sharply ex­pelled his air be­fore the thrust.




    The Ori­en­tal eas­ily avoid­ed the knife.




    Then the tall one was be­hind him. Wim­pler looked from one to the oth­er, one to the

    oth­er. He swung the in­vis­ible knife wild­ly around him. But his breath came in loud puffs

    and the men avoid­ed the knife slash­es. It couldn't be. The great­est in­ven­tion of all time

    was be­ing nul­li­fied by his own god­damned breath­ing.




    He threw the knife at the white man. It missed as the tall man ducked and clat­tered

    harm­less­ly against the side of the boat.




    He couldn't let him­self be caught. He couldn't. They would ru­in it all. Make him vis­ible.

    Make him a noth­ing again.




    He couldn't stand that.




    El­mo Wim­pler stood up straight and bolt­ed to the rear rail­ing of the boat.




    “Chi­un, the rail.”




    Wim­pler jumped off.




    The im­pulse to jump had been blind and sui­ci­dal, but with­out in­tend­ing it or even

    think­ing of it, El­mo land­ed in the lit­tle, elec­tri­cal­ly-​pow­ered, fish­ing boat he had

    been tow­ing. He had planned to use it to mo­tor silent­ly in­to the Emir's is­land. As he

    land­ed in a heap in the boat, he felt a sharp pain in his an­kle.




    He start­ed the elec­tric trolling mo­tor and tossed off the small rope that bound him to

    the big­ger boat. Even this small boat had been treat­ed with the in­vis­ibil­ity paint and now

    they would nev­er find him.




    Re­mo sensed that Wim­pler was jump­ing the rail. He was sur­prised when he heard a thud

    rather than a splash. He ran to the rail just as the elec­tric mo­tor start­ed up. The son of a

    bitch had a small, in­vis­ible boat. Re­mo watched as the wake of the boat kicked up and it

    looked as if some gi­ant, finned fish were swim­ming away from the larg­er boat.




    “Chi­un, he's got a boat. Let's get this thing start­ed.”




    “Too slow,” said Chi­un. “He will be hid­den in dark­ness by then. Swim.”




    Re­mo nod­ded and vault­ed over the rail­ing in­to the chilly, At­lantic wa­ter. He paused

    for a mo­ment, then picked up the faint trail of the small boat's wake, slap­ping tiny

    pres­sure waves against his face. He straight­ened out his body atop the wa­ter and be­gan

    stroking af­ter the boat, mak­ing his body one with the wa­ter, let­ting the flow of the wa­ter

    sur­round his body and pull him with it­self, stroking on­ly to cor­rect his di­rec­tion.




    Wim­pler had looked back in time to see the tall man jump off the boat in­to the wa­ter. Was

    the fool ac­tu­al­ly go­ing to try to catch him by swim­ming? Did he think he could outswim a

    mo­tor-​driv­en boat?




    In dis­be­lief, as he watched, the swim­ming man be­gan to gain on him.




    How could that be?




    How could he swim faster than a boat?




    And how could he see El­mo's boat to chase it?




    He re­al­ized the an­swer to the sec­ond ques­tion. The man was fol­low­ing the wake of the

    boat and the faint sound of the elec­tric mo­tor. His in­vis­ible boat was do­ing him no good.

    It pin­point­ed his po­si­tion beau­ti­ful­ly.




    Wim­pler had to try to out­run the swim­ming man who, in­cred­ibly, seemed to be gain­ing

    speed but wasn't even stroking. He turned the boat's rud­der, push­ing it in­to a large, curved

    swing, a cir­cle. Re­mo stayed close be­hind.




    The cir­cle closed tighter and tighter around the big­ger boat.




    Wim­pler had a plan. He found a small alu­minum oar un­der his seat. He turned the boat

    again. He glanced be­hind him. Re­mo was fol­low­ing tight be­hind his boat, on­ly fif­teen

    yards away.




    This time, he turned the rud­der of the boat sharply. The boat swerved in­wards, and as

    Wim­pler gave it max­imum throt­tle it surged ahead, and raced straight on to­ward the larg­er

    boat. Wim­pler wait­ed a mo­ment, cor­rect­ing di­rec­tion, aim­ing it at the large, black

    out­line vis­ible for a mo­ment against the whitish clouds. Then he poised in the bow of his

    small boat. Sud­den­ly, it rammed the big­ger boat. Jarred, for a mo­ment, Wim­pler jumped up

    on­to the deck of the larg­er boat, the oar raised over his head.




    Chi­un, in the cor­ner of the deck, turned just as Wim­pler raced for him, ready to swing

    the oar down atop the Ori­en­tal's skull. Then he would start up the large boat and race away

    from this swim­ming ma­ni­ac who was fol­low­ing him.




    Wim­pler swung the met­al oar at the Ori­en­tal's head. It struck some­thing. But then, like

    a pole vaulter, Wim­pler found him­self thrown up­ward through the air, out in­to the

    ocean.




    He was con­scious when he hit the cold wa­ter. His in­stinct was to try to swim. He had

    got­ten on­ly three strokes when his arms be­gan to tire and his legs to feel heavy. He be­gan

    to sink.




    Pan­ic.




    The cloth­ing he had used to fash­ion his out­fit be­came heav­ier as it ab­sorbed wa­ter

    but his great in­ven­tion—his in­vis­ibil­ity paint—be­gan to ex­pand and to form bub­bles

    which be­gan fill­ing up with wa­ter. It was swelling, be­com­ing cum­ber­some. He felt the

    grow­ing size of it press­ing against his arms and legs, mak­ing move­ments dif­fi­cult.




    He opened his mouth to call for help but his mouth filled with wa­ter. He screamed, but it

    was on­ly in his mind.




    He tried to think.




    Get rid of the clothes. Get them off.




    He tried, but the gar­ments seemed to cling to him like glue. His arms re­fused to move, to

    fol­low his com­mands to rip at his but­tons and free them­selves.




    He felt as if he were wear­ing a suit of ar­mor.




    He felt numb.




    He felt sleepy.




    Then he didn't feel any­thing, any­more.




    Re­mo hoist­ed him­self up over the side of the larg­er boat.




    "What are you do­ing?” Chi­un de­mand­ed as he climbed back aboard.




    “He crashed, Chi­un. He rammed right in­to you. He prob­ably sank like a stone.”




    “I know he sank like a stone, you white buf­foon,” Chi­un said. “I threw him over­board. But

    his uni­form. Do you re­al­ize we could make a for­tune with that?”




    “What?”




    “Can't you see the pos­si­bil­ities?”




    “I don't give a rat's ass about the pos­si­bil­ities,” Re­mo said. “You're just mon­ey

    hun­gry.”




    “You do not want me to be rich. You want my peo­ple to for­ev­er starve, to be for­ev­er

    op­pressed, to...”




    Any­thing was bet­ter than lis­ten­ing to the whole spiel. Re­mo looked out at the calm sea.

    There was a faint, lit­tle whirlpool of rip­ples about fif­teen feet from the boat. Re­mo

    won­dered how deep the wa­ter was.




    "Well, since I'm wet al­ready,” he said.




    Chi­un pat­ted him on the back in en­cour­age­ment.




    Re­mo dove over the rail­ing in­to the wa­ter. When he reached the spot of the rip­ples, he

    dove straight down. He could not gauge how deep he had gone, but he could feel the pres­sure of

    the sur­round­ing wa­ter com­press­ing the air in his lungs. And then be­fore him, he saw El­mo

    Wim­pler. The lit­tle man's eyes were open in the hor­ror of death. No more bub­bles came from

    his open mouth. His hair float­ed around his face like a gang of an­ar­chis­tic snakes. He had

    reached the point in the wa­ter where the weight of his body matched the weight of the wa­ter

    sur­round­ing him, and he hov­ered there, nei­ther go­ing up nor down. Some day, when the

    gas­es of death had formed in­side his body, the spe­cif­ic den­si­ty of the corpse would

    change, would light­en, and he would pop to the sur­face like a cork.




    Re­mo reached out to touch the body and re­al­ized that the suit Wim­pler was wear­ing had

    swollen like a bal­loon. His arms and legs looked as if they were weld­ed to­geth­er. The

    cloth­ing was cov­ered with great bub­bles and even as Re­mo watched they broke open and

    dis­in­te­grat­ed and slipped away in­to the wa­ter, tiny black slicks of paint break­ing

    down.




    He grabbed Wim­pler by the neck and swam to the sur­face with Wim­pler's body in tow. When

    he got to the boat he pushed the body up and over, on­to the deck.




    He fol­lowed.




    "I can see him,” Chi­un com­plained.




    "Not much of a look­er, was he?” Re­mo said.




    “The wa­ter has de­stroyed his se­cret,” Chi­un said. “Or the salt.”




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. “Some­thing's ru­in­ing his cov­er.”




    "Throw him back,” Chi­un said.




    "I beg your par­don,” Re­mo said.




    “I said throw him back. The suit is use­less and he is dead so he is use­less.”




    "Throw him back, like a fish?” Re­mo said.




    “Just throw him back, like any­thing you want to throw him back as,” Chi­un said. “A fish, a

    stone, a pound of mar­bles. Throw him back and let us re­turn to the is­land.”




    "Sheesh,” Re­mo said. He heft­ed the body up, over the rail and dropped it.




    It made a big­ger. splash strik­ing the wa­ter than any too-​small fish that had ev­er been

    thrown back.




    The big boat lurched. Then Re­mo could feel it drop a few inch­es. He went to the oth­er

    side and looked down. There was a gash in the wood­en side.




    The in­vis­ible paint had been ripped off and be­neath it, Re­mo could see the torn wood,

    caused when Wim­pler's small boat had slammed the side. The big boat was sink­ing.




    Let it, Re­mo thought.




    "Let's go,” he called. “Time to go home.” Chi­un fol­lowed him in­to their small boat. They

    cut loose and turned back to shore, back to New Jer­sey, back to the Emir and Princess

    Sar­ra.




    When they re­turned to the man­sion, Re­mo called Smith from the first floor hall

    tele­phone.




    "It's over,” he said.




    “Wim­pler?”




    “Dead. Bot­tom of the ocean.”




    "His in­vis­ible out­fit?” Smith asked.




    “You're get­ting just like Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “The salt wa­ter de­stroyed it.”




    “And the Emir?”




    “Okay, the last time we looked,” Re­mo said. “I guess they can re­lax for a while.”




    “Prob­ably not,” Smith said. “There will al­ways be some­one who wants him dead, Re­mo;

    some­one else who will hire a hit man or a mer­ce­nary or a whole army. I'm go­ing to send in

    new se­cu­ri­ty forces tonight to guard him. You make sure that you don't leave there un­til

    ev­ery­one is in place.”




    “Okay, Smit­ty.”




    Re­mo hung up and looked over at Chi­un who still seemed dis­con­so­late.




    “C'mon, Chi­un. Cheer up. Let's go up­stairs.”




    There was no an­swer to their knock on the Emir's door. They walked in to find the Emir

    ly­ing on his back on bed, his arms flung out to his sides in a grotesque par­ody of death. But

    this was no par­ody be­cause there was no life left in the monarch's body. There was a smile on

    his face.




    Princess Sar­ra was seat­ed by the bed, her head in her arms. She was cry­ing. Next to her

    on the mat­tress was the re­volver with which she was to pro­tect her broth­er. The can­dles

    still burned in the room.




    She looked up as Re­mo and Chi­un en­tered.




    “Re­mo...”




    “I know.”




    "He died on­ly mo­ments ago. He was sleep­ing and then he just stopped breath­ing.” She said

    it with a tone of des­per­ation as if she ex­pect­ed Re­mo to be able to do some­thing to

    re­peal the Emir's ac­tion.




    "His trou­bles are over,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un stood at the foot of the bed and bowed his head. “I salute you as a great ruler, a

    true son of a true throne."




    The Emir was buried in the Unit­ed States. The rulers of his coun­try who had of­fered

    mil­lions to have him back alive, so they could kill him, re­fused his body in death, and

    de­nied him buri­al in his na­tive land.




    Sit­ting at an out­door cafe on Uni­ver­si­ty Place in New York, Smith asked Re­mo: “The

    Princess?"




    “I put her on a plane.”




    “To where?”




    “I didn't ask.”




    Chi­un sat glum­ly at the lit­tle ta­ble, twist­ing a pa­per nap­kin in­to thread-​thin

    strips.




    Smith nod­ded to­ward him, his eyes ask­ing Re­mo a ques­tion.




    "He's been up­set since we lost Wim­pler's in­vis­ible paint,” Re­mo said.




    "Well, those sam­ples you saved us and his car in the garage should give us enough to

    du­pli­cate the for­mu­la,” Smith said.




    Chi­un looked up sharply.




    "And then what will you do with it?” he said.




    Smith shrugged. “Turn it over to the de­fense de­part­ment. Some kind of mil­itary

    ap­pli­ca­tion, I guess,"




    Chi­un went back to tear­ing his nap­kin, un­hap­py as he watched all pos­si­bil­ity of

    com­mer­cial en­ter­prise be­ing drained from the in­vis­ible, black paint.




    “Don't feel bad,” Re­mo said. “In the wrong hands, that paint could have been used for a lot

    of bad things, Chi­un.”




    “Name one.”




    “Well,” said Re­mo. “It could have been used to paint Sinan­ju. Then Smit­ty's sub­ma­rine,

    filled with gold, would nev­er be able to find it.”




    Chi­un said some­thing sharply in Ko­re­an.




    "What did he say?” Smith asked Re­mo.




    “Trust me. You don't want to know.”




    “Try me.”




    “He said that when he's a world-​fa­mous writ­er, peo­ple won't treat him this way.”
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