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  Pro­logue





  It was known to the na­tives as Dev­il’s Moun­tain. The white men on the is­land were

  un­fa­mil­iar with the name or the moun­tain, since the ragged lump of vol­canic rock strad­dling

  the French/Dutch bor­der of Sint Maarten did not reach even half the height of Par­adise Peak or

  any of the oth­er more pic­turesque and ge­olog­ical­ly new­er moun­tains in the area.




  But the na­tive is­landers knew. In the hushed and rev­er­ent tones re­served for telling

  their chil­dren the is­land leg­ends that would be passed on to the next gen­er­ation, the

  el­ders among the hill dwellers spoke of Dev­il’s Moun­tain and its lega­cy of death.




  It was on Dev­il’s Moun­tain that the Carib In­di­ans per­formed their rites of war against

  in­vad­ing tribes­men, eat­ing the flesh of their en­emies to take their strength. A thou­sand

  years be­fore Colum­bus came to claim the is­land for Spain, the Caribs squat­ted along the rim

  of the al­ready long-​dead vol­cano to toss the gleam­ing bones of the van­quished in­to its

  crater.




  And af­ter the Spaniards came, with their mus­kets and can­nons, try­ing to wipe them off the

  face of the earth, the Carib In­di­ans as­sem­bled on Dev­il’s Moun­tain to de­cide their fate.

  The brave elect­ed to fight the strange and pow­er­ful new en­emy. The proud killed their wives

  and chil­dren so that they would not be slain by the met­al-​wear­ing in­vaders. But the old, the

  in­firm, and the wise fled to the caves in the hills, where they watched their an­cient race

  plunge to­ward ex­tinc­tion. And by night they brought the bones and blood­ied bod­ies of their

  fall­en tribes­men to Dev­il’s Moun­tain to lie for eter­ni­ty among the spir­its of the

  dead.




  In the hills these cau­tious few wait­ed as the Span­ish left and the En­glish came. As the

  Dutch came, and the Por­tuguese, and the French. They wait­ed as the is­land changed hands

  six­teen times in two hun­dred years, through the sug­ar boom and the slav­ery boom, which

  changed the is­land’s col­or from white to black.




  And slow­ly, as the is­land evolved in­to the mu­tu­al ter­ri­to­ry of the Dutch and the

  French, reign­ing over an African pop­ula­tion, the hand­ful of Carib In­di­ans nur­tured among

  the hills in the shad­ow of Dev­il’s Moun­tain ven­tured one by one to­ward the shore and the

  towns where they found wom­en among the black-​skinned slaves and took them back to the

  hills.




  Their chil­dren were strong and wise in the is­land ways. And af­ter slav­ery was abol­ished

  from the is­land, they came out of hid­ing and mar­ried among the is­land’s pop­ula­tion, now

  grown in­to a race of its own with African and Eu­ro­pean blood and hand­some fea­tures and

  strong bod­ies. The Caribs added their blood to the brew and mel­lowed it in the trop­ical sun

  and lived in peace with their new broth­ers for the rest of their days.




  And so the fierce­some Carib In­di­ans be­came ex­tinct as a race. But they did not for­get

  Dev­il’s Moun­tain.




  In the lat­ter half of the eigh­teenth cen­tu­ry, a pros­per­ous cloth mer­chant from Hol­land

  sailed to Sint Maarten with a shipload of lum­ber and car­pen­ters and Eu­ro­pean stone­ma­sons

  to build a repli­ca of a tenth-​cen­tu­ry cas­tle on the moun­tain that stood be­tween the French

  and Dutch bor­ders. He chose the moun­tain be­cause its an­cient vol­canic lip still pro­trud­ed

  four feet high, mak­ing it a nat­ural for­ti­fi­ca­tion, and be­cause he didn’t give a hang

  whether or not the French thought half the is­land was theirs. He was Dutch, the is­land was

  Dutch, and he would build his cas­tle wher­ev­er he want­ed. Be­sides, the French pre­fect

  ac­cept­ed the Dutch­man’s gift of 1,000 guilders to leave him alone.




  He found lat­er that the bribe was un­nec­es­sary. No one want­ed the moun­tain. Eu­ro­peans

  would vis­it the Dutch­man in his cas­tle, but they could find no guides to take them there. No

  is­land cooks would come to the place, no maids to clean it. No mes­sen­gers, farm­ers,

  la­bor­ers. The is­landers would not touch Dev­il’s Moun­tain with the soles of their shoes.




  So, bit­ter and lone­ly, the Dutch­man sailed back to Hol­land, leav­ing his cas­tle to fall

  in­to ne­glect and de­cay for more than a hun­dred years.




  Then, amaz­ing­ly, the cas­tle came alive again. The na­tives whis­pered to one an­oth­er as

  the he­li­copters whirred above the plateau of Dev­il’s Moun­tain and as the team of bur­ros led

  by a sin­gle, silent man made its way up the slope, drag­ging be­hind it the bulky fur­nace that

  was to heat the place. They gasped in amaze­ment as the small planes at Ju­liana Air­port

  dis­gorged their car­goes of dozens of mag­nif­icent­ly beau­ti­ful wom­en bound by he­li­copter

  for Dev­il’s Moun­tain. And they stared up at the cas­tle with cu­rios­ity and dread as they

  dis­cussed its new oc­cu­pant. Who would live in such a place, some asked, with its crum­bling

  walls and smell of death and sad­ness? On­ly a Eu­ro­pean, oth­ers an­swered, like the old

  Dutch­man him­self.




  Some had seen him, walk­ing through the vil­lage with the small, silent man who obeyed his

  or­ders and talked to him with his hands. He was ex­traor­di­nar­ily hand­some, the wom­en said,

  with yel­low hair and eyes of ice blue. He walked like a cat. He would be a good lover. Still,

  there was some­thing odd about him, some­thing too still. He nev­er smiled, and when he walked

  in­to a store, where peo­ple could see him, his foot­steps made no noise on the floor­boards.

  An­imals hat­ed him. He could not come with­in twen­ty feet of a don­key or a goat with­out

  send­ing the beast in­to pan­ic. And though he spoke many lan­guages, he nev­er talked ex­cept in

  the briefest of busi­ness ex­changes. He had no friends. Not even the Eu­ro­peans on the is­land

  knew him.




  They called him the Dutch­man.




  And all feared him. And avoid­ed Dev­il’s Moun­tain.




  

    Chapter One




    The Dutch­man wait­ed.




    On a deep ledge be­neath a bank of nar­row archer’s win­dows in the cas­tle, he squat­ted on

    his haunch­es like a cat about to spring. He was dressed in an Ori­en­tal gi and his feet were

    bare on the cold stone of the ledge. In the twi­light, his gold­en hair glint­ed as the is­land

    breeze brushed past his face.




    Be­low him, on the Dutch side of the is­land, spread the im­mense Soubise Har­bor

    Trans­porta­tion Cor­po­ra­tion with its thou­sands of tons of car­go packed in­to truck

    con­tain­ers, await­ing the great ships that would heave in­to Sint Maarten Har­bor. Be­yond

    the har­bor, on the oth­er side of the cas­tle, the French sec­tion of the is­land formed a

    steep cliff over­look­ing the white beach and coral-​dap­pled shal­lows of the ocean.




    The French side was pret­ti­er, but the young man who sat so tense­ly on the win­dow ledge

    was drawn, day af­ter day, to the sight of the har­bor. His har­bor, now.




    He smiled to him­self. His har­bor. He had nev­er even vis­it­ed the place dur­ing

    op­er­ational hours. Each day, hun­dreds of steve­dores, ship­ping agents, trans­port crew

    work­ers, ma­chin­ery op­er­ators, and sailors went to work at the pier to make a siz­able

    for­tune for a man they knew on­ly by ru­mor. Each day, oth­er men in Phillips­burg and

    Marig­ot, the Dutch and French cap­itals of the is­land, would ar­range the busi­ness of the

    day and chart the com­pa­ny’s progress. Each day those men would skim off what­ev­er prof­it

    they wished for their own us­es. They would pay lawyers, make deals, bribe of­fi­cials, and

    build splen­did hous­es for them­selves and their fam­ilies. And each month an en­ve­lope

    filled with 5,000 Amer­ican dol­lars would be left in a safe­ty de­posit box in Marig­ot’s post

    of­fice.




    Most of the se­nior of­fi­cials of the com­pa­ny earned far more than $5,000 a month, but

    that was the Dutch­man’s stip­ula­tion: $5,000, in ex­change for nev­er hav­ing to be both­ered

    about the Soubise Har­bor Trans­porta­tion Cor­po­ra­tion un­der any cir­cum­stances. It was a

    strange set­up, but they could live with it in con­sid­er­able com­fort. And any­way,

    ev­ery­one knew the Dutch­man was mad as a hat­ter, sit­ting up in his cas­tle year af­ter

    year, not see­ing any­one but that deaf-​mute ser­vant of his and those French whores he was

    al­ways fly­ing in from Paris. They said in the vil­lage that the Dutch­man didn’t eat meat and

    didn’t even have elec­tric­ity in the cas­tle. They spec­ulat­ed that even. the big

    oil-​burn­ing fur­nace he’d had towed to the place wasn’t large enough to heat the me­dieval

    fortress on the hill. He’d prob­ably had it in­stalled just for the girls. It didn’t take more

    than $5,000 a month to take care of a crazy young man who didn’t even have elec­tric­ity.




    And he wait­ed. Twi­light be­came night, and the work­ers left the ship­yard. The bright

    lights above the har­bor com­pound went on, il­lu­mi­nat­ing the palm trees out­side the

    ship­yard’s fence and the calm ocean be­yond. The warm trade winds blew stronger now. They

    smelled of sea and mag­ic. The Dutch­man closed his eyes and re­mem­bered.




    The Dutch­man. Who had ev­er giv­en him that name? Jeremi­ah Pur­cell was about as Dutch as

    a corn frit­ter…




    Corn. It had all be­gun with corn! The Mas­ter had told him that many won­drous things come

    from strange be­gin­nings, but even the Mas­ter him­self would have been sur­prised that

    Jeremi­ah’s ex­traor­di­nary tal­ent was brought to light by a tub of field corn.




    He was eight or nine years old when it hap­pened. The In­ci­dent. The First Time. The

    Be­gin­ning. He had come to call It by a va­ri­ety of names, that af­ter­noon in Ken­tucky when

    the wheels of his rare and hor­ri­fy­ing des­tiny be­gan to turn.




    The fam­ily pig was eat­ing corn be­hind the moun­tain shack where Jeremi­ah lived with his

    par­ents. He was an on­ly child; his birthing had near­ly killed his moth­er. There were a lot

    of chores to be done, and look­ing af­ter the pig was the least en­joy­able of them, so

    Jeremi­ah was pleased that the pig would buck and snort and roll its eyes in­sane­ly when­ev­er

    he came near the pen.




    His fa­ther wasn’t pleased. Slop­ping the hog should have been Jeremi­ah’s job.




    “What you do to that hog, boy?” his fa­ther would ask ev­ery day as he emerged filthy and

    stink­ing from the pen, col­lar­ing Jeremi­ah so that the stink would be on him, too.




    “Noth­ing, Pa.”




    And his fa­ther would shove him aside and take a swig from the whiskey crock on the porch.

    “Mus­ta done some­thing. Threw stones at it, some­thing.”




    “I didn’t do noth­ing, Pa. He just don’t like me.”




    “One a these days I gonna catch you, boy, hear? And I gonna give you a lickin’ you won’t

    for­get.”




    The pig was go­ing to get him a lick­ing, Jeremi­ah knew, whether he did any­thing to

    pro­voke it or not. His fa­ther would use any rea­son to beat the boy for not slop­ping the hog

    him­self. Damn fat pig, Jeremi­ah thought as he leaned against the corn­crib at a safe

    dis­tance from the an­imal. Prob­ably eat any­thing, eat un­til it burst. His fin­gers played

    at the crinkly dry ears of corn in the crib. Pig food.




    And sud­den­ly, he could see it, an im­age so re­al, it blocked out all the sights and

    sounds around him, a pic­ture in his mind more in­tense with col­or and tex­ture than any­thing

    in re­al­ity. The im­age was of the pig gob­bling up corn un­til it ex­plod­ed, rain­ing pork

    chops all over the yard. It was a fun­ny im­age, but so re­al that Jeremi­ah’s laugh­ter was

    more hys­ter­ical than mirth­ful.




    At the same time the pic­ture popped in­to Jeremi­ah’s brain, the pig be­gan to huff and

    skit­ter around its pen, draw­ing to­ward the trough, where it be­gan to eat

    vo­ra­cious­ly.




    “Pig food! Pig food!” Jeremi­ah shrieked glee­ful­ly, and threw two ears of corn in­to the

    pen. The pig fin­ished ev­ery­thing in its trough and went for the corn.




    “Pig food!” He car­ried an arm­load of corn to the pen. The pig reared back on its hind

    legs, scream­ing, as he ap­proached, but be­gan gob­bling the corn as soon as the boy moved

    back to­ward the corn­crib, its eyes fren­zied and wide.




    He brought over four more arm­fuls. “Eat till you burst, fat pig,” Jeremi­ah whis­pered, the

    im­age in his head still vi­brat­ing qui­et­ly. The pig snort­ed and stomped and ate and

    searched for more food and ate it.




    “Till you burst.”




    And then the pig moaned, a low, keen­ing sound, and sniffed at the half-​eat­en ear of corn

    at its feet, and shud­dered. It lay its head in the mud, and with a great thump, its mas­sive

    body fol­lowed. The pig kicked twice in the air with its hind legs, pant­ed, moaned, twist­ed

    its neck so that its head faced Jeremi­ah, and died. Its eyes were open. They stared va­cant­ly

    at the boy. Jeremi­ah screamed.




    In­side the house, his fa­ther stum­bled off the couch, shak­ing him­self awake and

    growl­ing, “What’d he do now? Snot­ty lit­tle pup, prob’ly both­er­ing with that hog

    again.”




    He had killed it. Through his screams, a part of Jeremi­ah re­al­ized with ut­ter cold­ness

    and clar­ity that he had done some­thing– some­thing with his mind– to cause the oc­cur­rence

    in the pig­pen.




    His fa­ther saw the pig, start­ed to drag its im­mense corpse out of the mud, then

    stopped.




    “I think I’m go­ing to take care of you first,” he said. He ran for Jeremi­ah, but the boy

    didn’t move. He was still think­ing of the pig and the strange, un­earth­ly im­age that had

    come in­to his sight, the killing pic­ture. He had seen death, and death had been

    cre­at­ed.




    He hard­ly felt his fa­ther’s rough hand grab hold of his arm and whirl him around. Then the

    big hand head­ed straight for his face and jolt­ed it back. The sting brought in­vol­un­tary

    tears to his eyes. His fa­ther hit him again.




    “Don’t,” the boy said, feel­ing light-​head­ed. The hand came down again, across his

    eyes.




    “Don’t!” It was a com­mand. And while the blow struck, Jeremi­ah’s wa­ter­ing blue eyes

    locked in­to his fa­ther’s, and the lights and col­ors ap­peared again. But this time there was

    a sound along with the col­ors, a hiss­ing, crack­ling noise mixed with the or­ange and yel­low

    of… his fa­ther’s hair…




    “You’re on fire,” the boy said, as­ton­ished.




    His fa­ther screamed, a wild, moun­tain yell, and slapped fran­ti­cal­ly at the too-​or­ange

    flames on his too-​blue flan­nel shirt.




    It’s the pic­ture, Jeremi­ah said to him­self. It’s not re­al– yet. He want­ed to move– help

    his fa­ther, run away, any­thing– but he was root­ed to the spot. He tried to make the killing

    pic­ture go away, but he knew it was too late. He couldn’t stop.




    His moth­er, alarmed by the scream­ing, ran on­to the porch, a broom in her hand. She

    dropped the broom, and both her hands flew to her mouth. She was run­ning to­ward her

    hus­band.




    “Go away,” the boy snapped, but the pic­ture was too strong. With a gasp, she clutched at

    the place on her skirt where the flames had erupt­ed. His fa­ther caught her by the wrist, and

    they stum­bled off to­geth­er like two gid­dy dancers en­gulfed in flame.




    It’s not re­al yet…




    They were head­ed for the pond.




    It’s not re­al…




    Where they drowned.




    “Can’t no­body right­ly say how it hap­pened,” Pap Lewis told the wom­an from the wel­fare

    of­fice a week lat­er at the train sta­tion. The wom­an had come to take Jeremi­ah to Dover

    City where, she told him, he would live in a place full of oth­er chil­dren who’d lost their

    par­ents. Pap Lewis had want­ed the boy to live with him and his fam­ily, but the wel­fare

    of­fice said they were too poor to sup­port an­oth­er child.




    Jeremi­ah wait­ed qui­et­ly as the train steamed up to the plat­form and the wom­an took the

    boy’s hand. Pap Lewis gave him a pat on the back and hoist­ed him up the steps in­to the

    train.




    That was the last time Jeremi­ah saw him, be­cause the train ride to Dover City was the

    set­ting for the sec­ond in­ci­dent, the one-​in-​a-​mil­lion chance that took Jeremi­ah

    Pur­cell from the or­di­nary world and thrust him, lit­er­al­ly kick­ing and scream­ing, on­to

    a new path­way that end­ed at Dev­il’s Moun­tain, with the ul­ti­mate Mas­ter of Death as his

    guide.




    On the train, Jeremi­ah left the wom­an from the wel­fare of­fice to make his way to the

    lava­to­ry two cars away. The route took him past a bank of sleep­er cab­ins, where a boy not

    much old­er than Jeremi­ah sprawled on the floor with dozens of base­ball cards around him.

    When Jeremi­ah tried to step around the boy, he ac­ci­den­tal­ly walked over some of the cards.

    The boy scram­bled to his feet with a shout and pushed Jeremi­ah in­to the door of one of the

    sleep­er cab­ins. Jeremi­ah didn’t strike back, since the boy was big­ger than he was and,

    be­sides, Jeremi­ah wasn’t much of a fight­er. But as he watched the boy gath­er up his

    base­ball cards, one odd, in­con­gru­ous thought en­tered his mind and glowed there like a

    bea­con: Rab­bit.




    The boy did look like a rab­bit, with his knees bent near his body as he hunched over the

    floor. Still, the col­or in the train was so bright…




    The boy looked up, his eyes frozen with ter­ror. He aban­doned his cards with a sniff. No,

    Jeremi­ah thought. As the boy bound­ed away on all fours, Jeremi­ah ran with all his strength

    in the oth­er di­rec­tion.




    At the end of the sleep­er car, he smashed full force in­to a man who had emerged from one

    of the cab­ins. A wit­ness! Jeremi­ah looked around wild­ly to see if oth­ers had been

    stand­ing around while he had turned the boy in­to a rab­bit. There was on­ly this sin­gle

    pas­sen­ger, dressed in a blue suit like any busi­ness­man, whose face was ex­pres­sion­less as

    Jeremi­ah dis­en­gaged him­self and con­tin­ued run­ning.




    But what a face, he thought as he ran cold wa­ter over his head in the lava­to­ry. It was

    the strangest face he had ev­er seen. A face that was hu­man, and not dis­fig­ured, but

    un­like, any face he had ev­er looked up­on. The col­or, the shape, the fea­tures. He had

    nev­er seen a face that even re­mote­ly re­sem­bled it…




    The man was wait­ing for Jeremi­ah when he re­turned.




    The boy didn’t ac­knowl­edge him, but he knew that the strange man was fol­low­ing him

    through the cab­in. When he ar­rived back at the wel­fare la­dy’s side, the stranger sat down

    op­po­site them. Jeremi­ah trem­bled with fright. But the man opened a news­pa­per– harm­less

    enough– while the wel­fare la­dy slept.




    More than an hour passed. Out­side, snow was falling in wet, fat flakes that coat­ed the

    land­scape as the train chug-​a-​chugged slow­ly through the Ken­tucky high­lands. The boy

    dozed. Chug-​a-​chug, chug-​a-​chug. A hyp­not­ic still­ness fell over the car. The snow was

    falling with a chug-​a-​chug beat, chug-​a-​chug and the snow, the bright, white snow, bright

    and white, too bright, the snow, chug-​a-​chug…




    The snow!




    Jeremi­ah snapped awake to the sounds of peo­ple shriek­ing wild­ly as a storm of whirling

    snow blew through the train.




    “What– what’s this?” the wel­fare la­dy grum­bled as the snow slowed and ceased and

    dis­ap­peared with­out a trace of mois­ture. She looked around for the source of the noise,

    then went back to sleep.




    “It isn’t even wet,” some­one called from a dis­tance. And ev­ery­one turned and mar­veled

    about what could have caused such a mass hal­lu­ci­na­tion, ex­cept for Jeremi­ah, who fought

    back tears of pan­ic and sor­row and shame be­cause he knew that he had caused it. He felt as

    if he’d just had a wet dream in front of fifty peo­ple, and he knew they would con­tin­ue. He

    was a freak, a dan­ger­ous, un­con­trol­lable men­ace who’d be locked up in prison or killed as

    soon as peo­ple found out about him.




    He straight­ened up. What if no­body did find out about him? If he could get away from the

    wel­fare la­dy who was al­ready be­gin­ning to snore, per­haps nev­er reach the home in Dover

    City… If he could live alone in the moun­tains, no one would ev­er know…




    But some­one did know. The strange-​look­ing man with the news­pa­per was star­ing straight

    at him, un­smil­ing, ap­prais­ing. He knew. It was all over. He knew.




    With a move­ment so fast that Jeremi­ah didn’t know what was hap­pen­ing, the man lift­ed

    him off his seat and clamped his hand over the boy’s mouth. He car­ried him to the sleep­er

    cab­in where Jeremi­ah had first seen him and threw him in­side.




    Be­fore Jeremi­ah could get to his feet, the man swat­ted him across the cab­in with the

    back of his hand. The mo­tion looked ef­fort­less, but the boy felt as though all his bones

    were bro­ken.




    “If you scream, I’ll kill you,” he said.




    He walked in a slow cir­cle around the whim­per­ing child. For sev­er­al min­utes he paced

    in si­lence. Then he said, “You are a most ex­cep­tion­al child.” He spoke el­egant­ly, un­like

    the rough South­ern moun­tain twang Jeremi­ah’s ears were ac­cus­tomed to.




    “Where are you go­ing on this train?” the stranger asked.




    “Dover City.”




    “Is that wom­an your moth­er?” He in­clined his head in the di­rec­tion of the pas­sen­ger

    car.




    “No. My par­ents are dead.” He burst in­to tears. “I killed them.”




    The man’s eye­lids low­ered and the cor­ners of his mouth curved up­ward. “Good,” he said

    soft­ly. “Does any­one know what you can do?”




    Jeremi­ah stam­mered, con­fused.




    “The snow. The boy in the cor­ri­dor. Things like that.”




    The boy shook his head.




    “You know, if any­one finds out about you, they’ll kill you.”




    Jeremi­ah’s trem­bling wors­ened. “I won’t do it any­more,” he said weak­ly.




    The man laughed. “You know as well as I that you can’t con­trol this– this abil­ity of

    yours. You were asleep when you caused the snow­storm. Stop that snif­fling at once.” He shoved

    the boy’s shoul­der painful­ly. “It can on­ly be di­rect­ed. And used. Yes, this tal­ent of

    yours could prove to be quite help­ful.”




    “At the home in Dover City, they’re go­ing to put me in jail, aren’t they?”




    The man smiled a sly, oily smile. “But you’re nev­er go­ing to reach Dover City,” he said.

    “This en­counter with me has changed your fate fi­nal­ly and in­ex­orably. You will be rich.

    You will be free to take any­thing you want on the face of the earth. You will lead a life that

    is both unique and in­vin­ci­ble. And you will be, with prop­er guid­ance and dis­ci­pline, of

    in­valu­able as­sis­tance to me.”




    “Who are you?” the boy asked, ig­no­rant of half the words the strange man had spo­ken.




    “I am the Mas­ter,” he said.




    Then he shat­tered the glass in the cab­in’s win­dow, gath­ered the boy up in his arms, and

    hurled them both out­side in­to the cold to roll down the snowy, bram­ble-​coat­ed hill­side as

    the train coughed on and out of sight.




    Out­side the cas­tle’s slit win­dows, the sea rum­bled close to the palm trees. High tide.

    The Dutch­man had been in the same po­si­tion for hours. Wait­ing. A stranger from the out­side

    would have thought he was rest­ing, but the Dutch­man nev­er rest­ed. He wait­ed, and that was

    dif­fer­ent.




    The door opened with a soft knock and a squat, dark-​haired man wear­ing a shab­by

    sea­far­er’s uni­form en­tered car­ry­ing a red lac­quer box.




    “What’s this for?” the Dutch­man asked.




    The mute stared at him in­tent­ly, watch­ing the shape of his lips. He hand­ed the Dutch­man

    the box with a slight bow, then ges­tured with prac­ticed, flut­ter­ing hands a mes­sage that

    made the Dutch­man shud­der to the tips of his fin­gers. “It can’t be true,” he said as the

    mute drew a long beard in the air. Two men– a tall young white man and an aged Ori­en­tal. The

    mute bowed again, picked up a quill pen and a sheet of rice pa­per from a ta­ble in the room,

    and wrote with large, dif­fi­cult strokes:




    THEY HAVE COME.




    He hand­ed the Dutch­man the pa­per, bowed again, and left the room, again sheathed in

    dark­ness ex­cept for the eerie light of the full trop­ical moon out­side. The Dutch­man looked

    at the lac­quer box in his hands and willed his, fin­gers to stop trem­bling. When they

    stead­ied, he tossed the box in­to the air, thrust his right hand up­ward, and with a del­icate

    danc­ing rhythm of his fin­gers, shat­tered the box in midair in­to a thou­sand pieces.




    An en­ve­lope flut­tered from its place in the box, where it had rest­ed for many years, and

    drift­ed in­to the Dutch­man’s hands.




    “At last,” he said qui­et­ly, clutch­ing the en­ve­lope to his chest. He rose, feel­ing the

    chains of a life­time loosen and break. He walked to the door, hand­ed the en­ve­lope to the

    mute wait­ing out­side, and said, “Take this to the man called Chi­un.”




    When his ser­vant had dis­ap­peared in­to the night, the Dutch­man walked through the

    cas­tle in­to a room with a hid­den pan­el that led to an­oth­er room, a tiny, square black box

    oc­cu­pied by a small ebony shrine. The Dutch­man knelt be­fore it.




    He spoke soft­ly. “O Mas­ter of Dark­ness,” he whis­pered. “Thank you for de­liv­er­ing

    these men in­to my hands. Their ar­rival is pre­ma­ture, but I promise I will not fail you.

    Your will is mine. I go forth in­to death with­out fear. You will be avenged.”




    The wait­ing was over.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and he was bellysmack­ing. It smart­ed, div­ing forty feet from a cliff

    and land­ing on his stom­ach in the reef-​shal­lowed wa­ters of L’Em­bouchure Bay.




    “No, no,” Chi­un shrieked from the shore, his thin arms wav­ing wild­ly over a 1920s red and

    black striped, knee-​length bathing cos­tume. “Come back. Come back at once.”




    Re­mo sloshed back to­ward shore in the calf-​high wa­ter, his ab­domen glow­ing a bright

    crim­son.




    Chi­un fold­ed his arms across his chest and shook his head, mak­ing his beard and the wispy

    tuft of white hair on his crown dance in the breeze like a ban­ner. “Dis­grace­ful,” he said,

    point­ing with a long fin­ger­nail to Re­mo’s red bel­ly. “You are soaked. You en­ter the

    wa­ter like a rock.”




    “Tell that to my stom­ach. It feels like a ripe toma­to that’s just been fired out of a

    can­non. That wa­ter’s on­ly a foot deep.”




    “Nine inch­es more than you need,” said the old Ori­en­tal, his hazel eyes nar­row­ing in­to

    slits above his parch­ment cheek­bones. “The Fly­ing Wall must be per­formed light­ly, like a

    seag­ull skim­ming the wa­ters. The dive was de­vel­oped in my vil­lage of Sinan­ju in Ko­rea.

    Per­haps the teach­ings of Sinan­ju are too rig­or­ous for soft white men,” he said with a

    tight smile.




    “Chi­un, I live for Sinan­ju. But I can’t help it. I’m not you. My stom­ach turns red when I

    hit a coral reef at a hun­dred miles an hour. Be­sides, this is sup­posed to be our

    va­ca­tion.”




    “If you are so in need of rest that you can­not per­form your ex­er­cis­es, I sug­gest that

    you re­main abed.” He sniffed. “This is­land sun can­not be good for one’s health. Too

    warm.”




    Re­mo’s night-​dark eyes pinched in sud­den un­der­stand­ing. “That’s it. You’re just ticked

    ’cause Smit­ty sent us here for va­ca­tion when we could have been lolling on the rocky, frozen

    shores of Sinan­ju. Right? Right?”




    Chi­un shrugged. “What can be ex­pect­ed from a white man? Per­haps Em­per­or Smith felt you

    were not suf­fi­cient­ly ex­cel­lent on our last as­sign­ment to mer­it a stay in Sinan­ju.

    Per­haps this des­olate, sun-​filled place is a fit­ting pun­ish­ment for your lazi­ness in

    per­form­ing the ex­er­cis­es rec­om­mend­ed by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “Sint Maarten’s one of the most beau­ti­ful is­lands in the world,” Re­mo said stub­born­ly.

    “It sure beats the hell out of that back-​stab­bing rock quar­ry you call home.”




    Chi­un bris­tled, the white cloud of hair on his head whip­ping back and forth. “How dare

    you in­sult the name of my vil­lage?” he sput­tered.




    “The last time we set foot in that god­for­sak­en dump, the lo­cal clowns tried to mur­der

    me,” Re­mo yelled.




    “Per­haps they had seen you at­tempt the Fly­ing Wall. Heh, heh.” He point­ed to the cliff

    from which Re­mo had been div­ing. “Heh, heh. Fly­ing Wall. More like

    Fly­ing-​Pile-​of-​Garbage. Heh, heh.” He rubbed his stom­ach in painful re­minder.




    “Well, they didn’t ex­act­ly roll out the wel­come mat for you, ei­ther. Af­ter all the gold

    you’ve sent them, they all sid­ed with Nui­hc, against you. He was call­ing him­self the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and they be­lieved him.”




    Chi­un winced with the mem­ory.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was obliged by a thou­sand-​year-​old cus­tom to sup­port his

    vil­lage through his earn­ings as an as­sas­sin– the best as­sas­sin in his­to­ry– for the

    House of Sinan­ju was the sun source of all the mar­tial arts. Chi­un had hon­ored that cus­tom

    for most of his eighty-​odd years. But Nui­hc, his nephew, would not. De­spite his lofty

    speech­es to the vil­lagers of Sinan­ju, Nui­hc was a greedy, evil man who had lived in

    dis­hon­or all his life, and planned to sell out the vil­lage to the Com­mu­nist North

    Ko­re­ans as soon as he usurped Chi­un’s po­si­tion as Mas­ter. Death was too good for him, but

    death had claimed him any­way.




    “That is all past now,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly. “Still, my vil­lage of Sinan­ju is love­ly in

    the spring­time. Come, Re­mo. I will show you the Fly­ing Wall.”




    Re­mo walked him to the edge of the wa­ter and watched as the lit­tle man scaled the sheer

    face of the cliff like a gai­ly striped spi­der. He loved the old man who still, in his eighth

    decade, toiled at the work of death to keep his un­grate­ful vil­lage alive. To Re­mo, Chi­un

    was Sinan­ju, and all of the great­ness of the train­ing of Sinan­ju was em­bod­ied in him.

    Re­mo watched. He want­ed to learn the Fly­ing Wall.




    The tiny fig­ure on top of the cliff shot off the edge with­out hes­ita­tion. He con­tin­ued

    like a pro­jec­tile al­most straight out for some 50 feet be­fore de­scend­ing. He looked like

    a col­or­ful beard­ed bird as he shift­ed his arms to catch the ther­mal air pock­ets in the

    wind. He de­scend­ed in a curve to­ward shore, and land­ed in the shal­low­est wa­ter with­out

    a splash. The mo­men­tum of his flight kept him skim­ming over the corals un­til he was with­in

    inch­es of Re­mo. Then he stood up, re­veal­ing on­ly a slen­der band of wet­ness down the

    front of his body. Even the backs of his legs were dry.




    “That was beau­ti­ful, Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    The Ori­en­tal’s eyes sparkled but he said on­ly, “It was ad­equate to demon­strate the

    prop­er shift­ing of weight.” He wrapped him­self in a red silk ki­mono with a drag­on

    em­broi­dered on the back. “I will go back to the house now for dry cloth­ing and a cup of

    tea,” he said.




    “Okay. I want to try the Fly­ing Wall a cou­ple of times.”




    “You will per­form the ex­er­cise ten times, sloth­ful one,” Chi­un said.




    “Ten? That’s the hard­est dive I’ve ev­er seen. No­body can do that ten times with­out

    get­ting killed.”




    “Oh? In that case, we shall meet next in par­adise. Do not fail to breathe dur­ing the

    curved de­scent.”




    “Ten times,” Re­mo mut­tered as Chi­un padded off to­ward the vil­la their em­ploy­er had

    rent­ed for them.




    It was odd that Smith had sent them to Sint Maarten. Smit­ty had to be the most

    tight-​fist­ed man in the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment. Spring­ing for a vil­la, com­plete with

    pri­vate beach and house­keep­er, was as alien to Harold W. Smith as eat­ing oc­to­pus.




    Re­mo shrugged off the thought as he neared the top of the cliff, his fin­ger­tips pulling

    him in to­ward the wall of stone as his feet slid smooth­ly up­ward. At the top, he cleared his

    mind of all dis­trac­tions but the mem­ory of Chi­un’s pow­er­ful dive, and took off. His body,

    more fine­ly tuned than any ath­lete’s, was on au­to­mat­ic now. He glid­ed out to­ward the sea

    on the in­stincts de­vel­oped through years of train­ing. His arms moved re­flex­ive­ly,

    feel­ing for the air pock­ets, and wind­milled slow­ly back­ward as he be­gan the slow curve

    down­ward. The wa­ter touched him soft­ly as he saw, inch­es be­low him, a school of an­gel

    fish swim­ming be­tween the crag­gy reefs of coral that would rip a nor­mal div­er to shreds.

    Like a speed­boat he skimmed to­ward shore, emerg­ing near­ly dry.




    “I did it! I did it!” Re­mo ex­ult­ed.




    “Nine more times,” came a high, squeaky voice from in­side the vil­la.




    Re­mo lay in the sun, his eyes closed, the heat of mid­day warm­ing his mus­cles. The ten

    dives had been ex­haust­ing enough, but he had per­formed the ex­er­cise four ex­tra times for

    good mea­sure. Now all he want­ed to do was sleep.




    His past came back to him in snatch­es, as it of­ten did when he was on the brink of sleep.

    His years in the or­phan­age, his train­ing as a po­lice­man in Newark, the in­cred­ible

    frame-​up that caused his ar­rest for killing a dope push­er he didn’t kill, the sen­sa­tion­al

    kan­ga­roo court tri­al that tout­ed him as an ex­am­ple of po­lice bru­tal­ity, his days on

    Death Row…




    It had been a lousy life. And then an­oth­er frame-​up, per­pe­trat­ed by Harold W. Smith,

    who had mas­ter­mind­ed the whole false ar­rest mess in the first place: the elec­tric chair

    didn’t work. That made it com­plete. A fake death for a fake crime. On­ly no­body knew the

    death was a fraud ex­cept for Harold W. Smith, who pulled his weighty strings from a com­put­er

    con­sole hid­den in the re­cess­es of Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York; an­oth­er man

    who con­ve­nient­ly died short­ly af­ter Re­mo’s elec­tro­cu­tion; and, af­ter sev­er­al days

    of un­con­scious­ness, Re­mo him­self.




    All very neat. The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States had want­ed a one-​man en­force­ment arm

    for an il­le­gal or­ga­ni­za­tion, CURE, ded­icat­ed to fight­ing crime out­side the

    Con­sti­tu­tion, and Smith had de­liv­ered Re­mo: a man with no fam­ily ties who was

    of­fi­cial­ly dead.




    Smit­ty had cho­sen Chi­un, the Mas­ter of the an­cient House of Sinan­ju, to trans­form

    Re­mo from an easy-​go­ing cop in­to a smooth, per­fect killing ma­chine. All the pieces fit

    in­to place. There was lit­tle room for er­ror, be­cause er­ror would mean the in­stan­ta­neous

    de­struc­tion of CURE. If Smith failed to keep CURE se­cret, his death was sealed in a vial of

    poi­son in the base­ment of Fol­croft. If Re­mo failed, Chi­un was in­struct­ed to kill him at

    the mo­ment of Smith’s or­der. If the Pres­ident failed, he was to pass along the

    in­for­ma­tion about CURE’s ex­is­tence to his suc­ces­sor in the White House.




    Re­mo hadn’t liked it. He didn’t want to train with the iras­ci­ble old Ori­en­tal in the

    be­gin­ning, didn’t like the cloak-​and-​dag­ger se­cre­cy of Smith and CURE, and he

    cer­tain­ly didn’t like killing peo­ple for a liv­ing. Amer­ica went on, af­ter all, even if

    there was a lot of crime that went un­pun­ished, even if the Con­sti­tu­tion, writ­ten for

    de­cent men, was ma­nip­ulat­ed in­side out by crim­inals who preyed on de­cent men un­der its

    full pro­tec­tion. Re­mo could see no need for CURE.




    Then the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was mur­dered in cold blood by an as­sas­sin’s

    bul­let. The man who had con­ceived of CURE as a last-​ditch ef­fort to bring crime un­der

    con­trol was him­self de­stroyed by crime, and that was when Re­mo first un­der­stood the

    im­por­tance of CURE.




    Re­mo felt a shad­ow pass in front of his closed eye­lids. He opened them slow­ly to a

    vi­sion of two boun­ti­ful breasts scant­ily en­cased by a pur­ple biki­ni top.




    “You are go­ing to burn here,” the own­er of the breasts said in a lilt­ing ac­cent.




    “What?”




    She pressed a spot on his fore­arm. When she re­leased the pres­sure, the spot emerged white

    in a field of hot pink. “The sun,” she said, point­ing up­ward. “You will burn the skin. You

    must go in­side, or the sun­burn will be very bad.”




    Re­mo squint­ed to get a bet­ter look at the girl. She was beau­ti­ful, with long auburn

    hair stream­ing care­less­ly from a knot on the top of her head. She had bot­tle-​green eyes

    that danced mis­chievous­ly un­der long black lash­es. Her mouth was full and ripe, and she was

    very tan.




    “No bathing suit marks,” Re­mo said flir­ta­tious­ly. Chi­un was a great teach­er, but as an

    af­ter-​din­ner com­pan­ion, he was a bust. “You look like an ex­pe­ri­enced tourist.”




    “I live here,” the girl said. She ex­tend­ed her hand. “My name is Fa­bi­enne de la

    Soubise.”




    “Re­mo Williams,” he said.




    “You are Amer­ican?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “I am French, but here on the is­land we are all Sint Maarten­ers. Wel­come.” She smiled and

    gave his hand a squeeze. She start­ed to pull away, but Re­mo got to his feet be­fore she could

    let go of him. “Say, as long as we’ve got so much in com­mon, how about us see­ing each oth­er

    again?”




    She took in Re­mo’s body with a dis­creet glance: the thin lines of his frame, his dancer’s

    legs, the well-​shaped meat of his shoul­ders, the thick wrists. His face was hand­some in a

    mas­cu­line way, with its deep-​set brown eyes and heavy, straight brows, its high cheek­bones

    and firm mouth and clean jaw. A man’s man, to be sure. But a wom­an’s man in bed. “Of course,”

    she said. “Can you come to my house tonight?”




    “Tonight? Sure–“




    A clat­ter of pots and pans clank­ing an­gri­ly di­rect­ed his at­ten­tion to­ward the

    kitchen of the vil­la, where a fat black wom­an wear­ing a red ban­dana on her head emerged

    bang­ing a soup pan with a wood­en spoon.




    “You!” she bel­lowed, wad­dling to­ward them with de­ter­mi­na­tion in ev­ery step. “I

    thought you al­ready in­side,” she said cranki­ly, shak­ing her head in dis­may. “You been out

    here for more than five hour. You gonna fry. All you white men de same–“




    “Hel­lo, Sidonie,” the girl said with a smile.




    “Fa­bi­enne!” She slapped Re­mo’s arm with the spoon. “What you do­ing talk­ing to a nice

    is­land girl like her? Gonna give her fan­cy main­land ideas, make her leave us.” She wad­dled

    up to Fa­bi­enne and kissed her wet­ly and nois­ily on the cheek.




    “I’ve just met Re­mo. He seems a per­fect gen­tle­man.”




    The house­keep­er eyed Re­mo with a twin­kle. “He all right for a white man,” she said.

    Re­mo pinched her am­ple hindquar­ter, and she hit him with the spoon again.




    “Hey, if you’re go­ing to be run­ning my life for the next two weeks, I de­mand a

    cease-​fire,” Re­mo said.




    “I like to run your life, child. Get you to eat some de­cent food.” She turned to Fa­bi­enne

    and said some­thing that sound­ed to Re­mo like “Hee Ho Hee Hee Da Bo Wa Wee Tee No Mee

    Ha.”




    Fa­bi­enne clucked sym­pa­thet­ical­ly and re­spond­ed, “Hey He Hah Key Hee Hoo Die Ho Hee

    Noo.”




    “Beg par­don?” Re­mo asked.




    “Sidonie says you eat noth­ing but brown rice and tea.”




    Re­mo shuf­fled half apolo­get­ical­ly in the sand. “I don’t know. I eat oth­er things.

    Duck, some­times. A lit­tle fish–“




    “Raw he eats it,” Sidonie said with dis­gust. “These fa­nat­ical Amer­icans, al­ways with

    the health food.”




    Fa­bi­enne took Re­mo’s hand again. “And I told her that I cook very good brown rice. I like

    raw fish, too.”




    “You do?”




    “Come see me tonight. My driv­er will be here at sev­en, but take as long as you like,” she

    said.




    “Ill be ready at sev­en.” Re­mo beamed as the girl waved to them both and walked away with

    the pur­pose­ful, ath­let­ic stride of a rich girl weaned on ten­nis and horse­back

    rid­ing.




    “Now you go in­side,” Sidonie said. “The old gen­tle­man, he al­ready in his room, look­ing

    at the TV. I got your lunch.”




    She took Re­mo to a big wood­en ta­ble in the kitchen, set be­fore him a bowl of brown rice

    and a cup of green tea, and poured her­self a big tum­bler of dark rum as she set­tled her

    bulky body on a chair be­side him.




    “Not bad,” Re­mo said, tast­ing the rice. Sidonie grunt­ed. “Say, what lan­guage were you

    speak­ing back there with Fa­bi­enne?”




    “That Pa­pi­amen­to. The na­tive tongue.”




    “I thought the na­tive tongue was En­glish.”




    “Oh, we all speak En­glish. Al­so French and Dutch, some Span­ish. This is­land so mixed up

    with all the Eu­ro­peans come to steal her away from us, they teach us all their lan­guages. So

    we put them to­geth­er in Pa­pi­amen­to. It eas­ier– al­so the white man don’t

    un­der­stand.”




    “The girl’s white.”




    “She dif­fer­ent. She be here all her life. Her dad­dy a fine man, too.” She shook her head

    sad­ly. “Dead now.”




    “Re­cent­ly?” Re­mo asked.




    “Cou­ple of year. First he go cuck­oo, then he dead.” She pol­ished off the con­tents of her

    glass and re­filled it with the same fumey liq­uid. “I work for Mon­sieur Soubise for many

    year. Dur­ing the war, he take me back to Paris with him.” She grinned broad­ly. “Mon­sieur and

    Sidonie, we fight for the Re­sis­tance.”




    “Is that where you learned to drink like a sailor?” Re­mo asked wry­ly.




    Sidonie tapped the rim of her glass. “This pure is­land rum. Good for the di­ges­tion.” She

    hic­cupped. “Al­so it give a good buzz.”




    With some dif­fi­cul­ty Sidonie lift­ed her­self off her chair and wad­dled around the

    kitchen, straight­en­ing con­tain­ers and dust­ing the win­dowsills. “Any­way, Fa­bi­enne,

    she’s a good girl. Al­ways have some­thing nice to say, even now that she lose all her

    mon­ey.”




    “That’s fun­ny,” Re­mo said. “She seemed like a rich girl.”




    “Oh, her dad­dy very, very rich. But he go cuck­oo.” In demon­stra­tion she twirled a

    corkscrew in the air be­side her tem­ple. “He change his will, leave ev­ery­thing– the

    ship­yards, ev­ery­thing– to the Dutch­man. And Mon­sieur, he don’t even know the Dutch­man.

    Cuck­oo.”




    “Who’s the Dutch­man?” Re­mo asked.




    Sidonie’s eyes nar­rowed. “He no good,” she said. “Live on Dev­il’s Moun­tain in the old

    cas­tle. He cuck­oo, too.”




    Re­mo laughed. “I guess the old mon­sieur was hap­py to find a kin­dred spir­it.”




    “Don’t you talk about the Dutch­man with Fa­bi­enne. It just up­set her. He take all her

    mon­ey, and she fight­ing two year in the court now try­ing to get it back. She very up­set,

    poor thing.”




    “She can’t be that poor,” Re­mo said con­sol­ing­ly. “She’s got a driv­er.”




    Sidonie snort­ed. “Dat just Pierre,” she said. “He don’t cost much. Pierre do any­thing for

    a dol­lah. Don’t you talk to him nei­ther. This is­land, she nosy. And Pierre got a big mouth

    on him.”




    “Okay, okay,” Re­mo said.




    “You lis­ten to Sidonie, child, you be all right here.” She chuck­led and squeezed his cheek

    be­tween fat brown fin­gers.




    The foot­steps banged for­ward like a fleet of Sher­man tanks. How was a be­ing of del­icate

    sen­si­bil­ities, whose on­ly plea­sure in the twi­light of his years was the view­ing of the

    pure love sto­ries pre­sent­ed on the touch­ing day­time dra­mas, sup­posed to con­cen­trate on

    the vi­cis­si­tudes of life with the clam­or of 10,000 gi­ants out­side his win­dow?




    Chi­un leaped up and switched off the Be­ta­max, which was air­ing a 1965 episode of “As the

    Plan­et Re­volves.”




    “Out,” he shout­ed to the world at large. “Leave my pres­ence im­me­di­ate­ly, noisy lout,

    or…”




    Two weary eyes be­neath a twen­ty-​year-​old straw fe­do­ra peered at him over the

    win­dowsill.




    “Em­per­or Smith,” Chi­un said, sud­den­ly bow­ing ob­se­quious­ly to the man who sent the

    year­ly trib­ute of gold via sub­ma­rine to Chi­un’s vil­lage. “My heart thrills with this

    hon­or.” His hazel eyes dart­ed back for a long­ing mo­ment to the blank TV screen. “As the

    Plan­et Re­volves” was in­finite­ly more in­ter­est­ing than Harold W. Smith, even dur­ing the

    com­mer­cials.




    “Can I– can I come in?” Smith said with ut­ter solem­ni­ty as his head, framed by the open

    win­dow, craned sus­pi­cious­ly in all di­rec­tions.




    “At your ser­vice, o es­teemed Em­per­or,” Chi­un said, groan­ing in­ward­ly. Smith’s

    care­worn, with­ered lemon face had “meet­ing” stamped all over it. The blank eye of the

    Be­ta­max stared mock­ing­ly. Chi­un ex­tend­ed a hand to Smith, who was try­ing to crawl

    through the win­dow, his face con­tort­ed in agony as he sought a toe­hold with the tips of his

    Flor­sheims. With a light flick of the Ori­en­tal’s wrist, Smith sailed over the Be­ta­max and

    came to rest on a plump cush­ion in the cor­ner.




    With a smile and a bow, Chi­un be­gan to wheel the tele­vi­sion to­ward the door. “One

    mo­ment, most wor­thy Em­per­or, and I will com­mand Re­mo to your pres­ence here–“




    “No,” Smith whis­pered ur­gent­ly. He rose from his sprawled po­si­tion on the cush­ion,

    re­as­sum­ing his ha­bit­ual air of bland dig­ni­ty. “Re­mo is in the kitchen talk­ing to the

    house­keep­er. That’s why I came this way in­stead of to the door. I have to speak with you

    alone.”




    Chi­un’s eyes bright­ened. “I see, o mag­nif­icence,” he said con­spir­ato­ri­al­ly. “A

    pri­vate mis­sion… an as­sign­ment for an­oth­er gov­ern­ment per­haps?” He winked.




    “Chi­un,” Smith said, flus­tered, “we work for the Unit­ed States.”




    “Gov­ern­ments come and de­part in the night. But an as­sas­sin is a trea­sure for­ev­er.

    Yet I will do as you bid, Em­per­or…”




    “Good. I was count­ing on that…”




    “As soon as we ar­rive at a mu­tu­al­ly com­fort­able and hon­or­able fee for my du­ties.

    Per­haps twen­ty thou­sand in gold…”




    “This is part of our orig­inal con­tract, Chi­un.”




    “Oh.” The old Ori­en­tal’s eyes wan­dered back to the blank Be­ta­max.




    Smith ner­vous­ly rolled his hat in his hands. “Let me ex­plain as quick­ly as I can,

    be­fore Re­mo hap­pens along.”




    “By all means,” Chi­un said, sti­fling a yawn.




    “You’ve prob­ably been won­der­ing why I sent the two of you to Sint Maarten for your

    va­ca­tion.”




    “Not at all,” Chi­un said, feign­ing dis­in­ter­est. “If you in your wis­dom did not see fit

    to grant an old man his on­ly wish of see­ing his vil­lage of Sinan­ju…” He closed his eyes and

    shrugged ex­pres­sive­ly.




    “I was plan­ning to, but some­thing came up.” From in­side his coat pock­et he ex­tract­ed a

    large en­ve­lope con­tain­ing a dozen or more pho­tographs. He leafed through the pic­tures and

    hand­ed one to Chi­un. It showed a large ship with a crane on its deck hoist­ing a long

    rect­an­gu­lar met­al box out of the ocean. “A U.S. sal­vage ship dredged up this truck body

    near­by, off the coast of the is­land.”




    “Ah, most fas­ci­nat­ing,” Chi­un said. “Have you by any chance been priv­ileged to ob­serve

    the beau­ti­ful day­time dra­mas on the tele­vi­sion?” He scur­ried over to the Be­ta­max.

    “Per­haps, if we are for­tu­nate, Dr. Rad Rex will ap­pear in ‘As the Plan­et Re­volves.’ “




    “Chi­un– re­al­ly–“




    Smith was too late. Chi­un had al­ready pushed the mag­ic switch that brought Dr. Rad Rex

    and the suf­fer­ing Mrs. Win­ter­sheim back in­to the room just as Mrs. Win­ter­sheim was

    re­veal­ing her guilty se­cret in­volv­ing her daugh­ter’s mar­riage to Carl Ab­erdeen’s

    po­di­atrist, Skip. The old man was set­tled in front of the tele­vi­sion, smil­ing rapt­ly,

    his lips mouthing the words he had heard thou­sands of times be­fore.




    Brush­ing a hand over his eyes, Smith knelt be­side him. “Chi­un, the sunken truck

    con­tain­er in that pho­to I just showed you con­tained more than a hun­dred dead bod­ies of

    uniden­ti­fi­able men.”




    “Tsk, tsk,” Chi­un con­ced­ed.




    “The point is, some­one mur­dered them.”




    “Here to­day, gone to­mor­row,” Chi­un mur­mured.




    Smith squeezed his eyes shut. Briskly he took out an­oth­er pho­to­graph. “I think Re­mo

    killed them,” he said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Per­haps they of­fend­ed him.”




    “Will you please look at these?” Smith asked, thrust­ing the sheaf of pho­tographs in front

    of Chi­un.




    With a sigh, the old man turned first his head, then his eyes in the di­rec­tion of the

    pic­tures. Then slow­ly his hand reached out and de­pressed the “Off” but­ton on the Be­ta­max.

    “Re­mark­able,” he said.




    “I thought you’d rec­og­nize the style.”




    “These at­tacks were near­ly per­fect,” he said beam­ing. “Oh, a lit­tle slop­py with this

    third ver­te­bra, slow in­side line here-​de­tails, de­tails. Over­all, this is most

    ex­cel­lent work. I con­grat­ulate you, o Em­per­or.”




    “On what?”




    “On your most as­tute per­cep­tion of my pupil’s progress. Will you give him a medal?”

    Chi­un nod­ded ex­pec­tant­ly.




    Smith cleared his throat. “That’s not ex­act­ly what I had in mind.”




    “Oh!” Chi­un slapped his fore­head. “Of course. You are a man of great wis­dom, Em­per­or

    Smith. Many thanks, o il­lus­tri­ous one. I shall dis­play it with great pride and

    hu­mil­ity.”




    “Dis­play what?”




    “My medal, of course. On­ly one of tru­ly keen acu­men such as your­self would seek to

    re­ward the stu­dent by hon­or­ing the teach­er. I am deeply touched by this trib­ute.”




    “Chi­un, you don’t un­der­stand. I’ve nev­er as­signed Re­mo to these is­lands be­fore.”




    “So? An as­sas­sin with skill such as I have taught Re­mo can kill here as well as

    any­where.”




    “I was afraid of that,” Smith said. His face was drawn and hag­gard. “Please lis­ten to me,

    Chi­un. I haven’t got much time, and I have to ex­plain some­thing to you. If Re­mo didn’t kill

    those men in the truck on as­sign­ment, that means he’s been killing them on his own. You know

    I can’t per­mit that. It was part of our ini­tial deal.”




    Chi­un’s smile fad­ed as Smith’s mean­ing be­came clear. “Per­haps he was on­ly

    prac­tic­ing?” Chi­un of­fered.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter what the rea­son was. If Re­mo has gone off on a killing spree, he must

    be stopped.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said soft­ly. “It was our agree­ment.”




    “And you must stop him.”




    The old man slow­ly nod­ded as­sent.




    “It should be done at an ap­pro­pri­ate time, and with no wit­ness­es. That’s why I rent­ed

    the vil­la for you. You’ll have to dis­pose of the– uh–“




    Chi­un held up a hand for si­lence. Af­ter a mo­ment, Smith stood up awk­ward­ly be­side the

    frail old teach­er who sat with his back bent and his head bowed.




    “This is the end for all of us,” Smith whis­pered, his voice crack­ing. “Af­ter you re­port

    back to me at Fol­croft, you’ll be sent back to Sinan­ju, and…” There was no need to ex­plain

    that Re­mo’s death would mean the end of CURE, since Chi­un had nev­er known who his em­ploy­er

    was be­yond Harold W. Smith. And there was no need to point out that Smith’s own life would end

    with Re­mo’s, in the base­ment of Fol­croft San­itar­ium. There was, in fact, no need to say

    any­thing more. Qui­et­ly, Smith walked back to the win­dow. As he re­moved his hat in

    prepa­ra­tion for his ex­it, Re­mo walked in­to the room.




    “Smit­ty,” he said. “What are you do­ing here?”




    “Uh– va­ca­tion­ing. With Mrs. Smith. On Sa­ba, uh, near­by is­land.” Smith had nev­er been

    a good liar. He nod­ded terse­ly and strode to­ward the door.




    “Hey, wait a minute. You two look like se­nior projects at un­der­tak­ers’ school. What’s

    go­ing on?”




    Smith shook his head, cleared his throat again, and said, “Good day,” with­out look­ing at

    ei­ther of the men in the room. Chi­un sat mo­tion­less, his head bowed. “Oh, I near­ly

    for­got,” Smith said. He took a parch­ment-​col­ored en­ve­lope from his breast pock­et and

    slid it on the floor be­side Chi­un. “It was on your doorstep, but I saw the wind blow it in­to

    the bush­es. Thought I’d bet­ter hand it to you my­self be­fore it got lost.” He touched his

    fin­gers to his hat and was gone.




    “What in the hell has hap­pened to Smit­ty?” Re­mo said, laugh­ing. “First he puts us here

    in deluxe ac­com­mo­da­tions, then he comes here on va­ca­tion. That old skin­flint hasn’t

    tak­en a va­ca­tion in fif­teen years, and the last time was to vis­it his wife’s un­cle in

    Ida­ho…”




    Chi­un wasn’t lis­ten­ing. His breath was catch­ing as his hand moved slow­ly to­ward the

    en­ve­lope be­side him.




    “What is it?” Re­mo asked. “You feel­ing all right, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    Chi­un snatched up the en­ve­lope and held it with both hands up to the light. On it in both

    En­glish and Ko­re­an, was writ­ten the name “CHI­UN” with thick black brush strokes. In a

    fren­zy the old man tore open the en­ve­lope and yanked out a sin­gle translu­cent piece of

    old, dried rice pa­per.




    Then Chi­un did some­thing so strange, so un­like him­self, so ter­ri­fy­ing, that Re­mo

    couldn’t be­lieve his eyes. The old man leaped up from the floor, bound­ed to­ward Re­mo,

    en­cir­cled him in his frail, bony arms, and held him.




    “Wha-​what?” Re­mo stam­mered. “Lit­tle Fa­ther, are you okay?” Chi­un said noth­ing, but

    held fast. “I mean the dives were pret­ty good, if I do say so my­self, but… C’mon, I’m not

    used to this. Hey, it’s the en­ve­lope, isn’t it, Chi­un? What’d you get? A fan let­ter from

    Sinan­ju. That’s it, isn’t it, a fan let­ter?”




    Still caught in the old man’s em­brace, he turned to see the piece of pa­per in Chi­un’s

    hand. On it were three care­ful­ly drawn Ko­re­an char­ac­ters.




    “What’s it say, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un broke away. “It says ‘I live again.’ “




    Re­mo half smiled, try­ing to share Chi­un’s joy. “I live again? That’s it, huh?”




    “That is the mes­sage. ‘I live again.’ “




    “Hey… great. Good news. Re­al­ly glad to hear it. Who lives again?”




    “Nev­er mind,” Chi­un said. He tucked the pa­per in­to a fold of his ki­mono sleeve.




    “Well, who­ev­er it was, I’m glad he gave you such a lift. Say, I’ve been think­ing maybe we

    could take a lit­tle sight­see­ing tour of the is­land be­fore dark–“




    “You will per­form ten more Fly­ing Walls,” Chi­un snapped.




    “What? I just did four­teen!”




    “Four­teen of the most sloven­ly ex­am­ples of the Fly­ing Wall I have ev­er had the

    mis­for­tune to wit­ness. Your de­scent was at least a handspan too steep.”




    “It was not. You weren’t even watch­ing…”




    “Ten,” Chi­un de­creed.




    Glar­ing over his shoul­der, Re­mo shuf­fled to­ward the door. “See if I ev­er ask you

    again…”




    “Ten.”




    Af­ter the door closed, the old man smiled.


  




  Chapter Three




  

    There were six wom­en in the room, two blon­des, three brunettes, and an Asian. They were

    all naked, their smooth flanks glis­ten­ing in the dim col­ored light of the room as they

    lounged un­cer­emo­ni­ous­ly along the heavy padding of the floor.




    There were no cour­te­san’s squeals to greet the Dutch­man as he en­tered; he was on­ly

    an­noyed by such pre­lim­inar­ies. He took the one near­est to him, a blonde, and di­rect­ed

    her lan­guid hand to his body. Her jaw was slack. As she brought him me­chan­ical­ly to

    readi­ness, he saw the pin­point pupils of her eyes be­neath the heavy, sod­den lids.




    Rough­ly he pulled her left arm up to­ward the light to con­firm the in­evitable

    ap­pear­ance of the track marks on the bruised skin. An ad­dict. She would be sent away

    to­mor­row. He did not tol­er­ate drug us­age among the wom­en he hired. It emp­tied their

    minds. They could be of no use to him be­yond pro­vid­ing re­cep­ta­cles for his pas­sion.




    He pushed her aside. The girl slumped to the floor where she had stood. The Dutch­man

    grabbed the hair of the next girl and forced her head back, pulling up the skin of her eye­lids

    to check for the same symp­toms. When he was con­vinced she was in nor­mal health, he eased her

    to the floor. Silent­ly she sub­mit­ted to him while the oth­ers in the room sat back, their

    ex­pres­sions bored, as each wait­ed her turn.




    He went through four of them, each shat­ter­ing cli­max fu­el­ing his ter­ri­ble en­er­gy

    more than the last un­til his pale skin shone with sweat and his nerves were as sen­si­tive as

    live elec­tric wires.




    The Asi­at­ic took his thrusts with sto­ic docil­ity, her al­mond eyes veiled and

    im­per­son­al.




    “You are a ti­gress,” he said to her in French, her lan­guage. He want­ed no one in the

    Cas­tle who spoke En­glish, to bet­ter guard his pri­va­cy. The Dutch­man him­self spoke eight

    lan­guages, plus the ar­cane sign lan­guage he used with his mute ser­vant, so there was no

    pri­va­cy from the Dutch­man.




    The girl’s qui­et eyes sud­den­ly burned with bright fire. “You are an an­imal of the

    jun­gle,” the Dutch­man whis­pered. “Your claws are sharp. Your teeth shine with the promise of

    death.” With an ef­fort, he re­strained the girl from rak­ing his back with her long,

    blood-​red fin­ger­nails. She bared her teeth in a cat’s gri­mace. Some­thing deep in her

    throat growled with fe­line plea­sure.




    He fought her, there on the padded white floor, as her knee-​length black hair whipped

    around them both in fre­net­ic pas­sion. Her curled hand struck at his face. He slammed it to

    the floor above her head and rode her un­til she screamed in de­feat and sa­ti­ation.




    He was ablaze. He was ready now. Naked and slick with sweat, he left the girl pant­ing on

    the floor with the oth­ers and walked in­to a small court­yard lined on one end with straw

    dum­mies. In the open end of the yard, he per­formed the dif­fi­cult ex­er­cis­es he had be­gun

    when he was a child. He was twen­ty-​four years old now. He had been slow­ly mas­ter­ing the

    ex­er­cis­es for four­teen years.




    The Dutch­man came out of a sus­tained three-​fin­ger stand and vault­ed in two triple

    fly­ing som­er­saults to the straw fig­ures stand­ing like sen­tries. With a stroke of his

    hand, he lopped off the head of one of the dum­mies, which had been af­fixed to its body by a

    four-​by-​four-​inch post. He re­moved the arms with thrusts of each el­bow, the thick wood­en

    sup­ports crack­ing and split­ting with each light­ning-​fast jab.




    He took on the dum­mies as he had the wom­en, swift­ly, me­thod­ical­ly, emo­tion­less. When

    he had fin­ished, the court­yard was strewn with straw and saw­dust and splin­ters of wood. The

    Dutch­man was at peak now, his mus­cles pre­pared, his mind rang­ing like a preda­tor around

    the iso­lat­ed yard.




    He had nev­er learned to con­trol the wild, awe­some thing in­side his brain that sought

    re­lease on­ly through de­struc­tion. Per­haps it was im­pos­si­ble to con­trol. There had

    on­ly been a few cas­es like it through­out all of hu­man his­to­ry, and those rare spec­imens

    had spent their lives in con­fine­ment, un­der the fear­ful scruti­ny of sci­en­tists. They had

    lived like rats in a lab­ora­to­ry cage.




    The Mas­ter had seen to it that Jeremi­ah had not shared their fate. In­stead, he had

    pre­pared the boy’s body to be­come as lethal as his mind. To­geth­er, the com­bi­na­tion was

    to have helped the Mas­ter gain the world.




    But death had claimed the Mas­ter be­fore the boy came of age, and his mur­der had gone

    un­avenged. Dur­ing that time the Dutch­man trained and prac­ticed and wait­ed for his

    twen­ty-​fifth year– the year when, ac­cord­ing to the Mas­ter, Jeremi­ah would be ready to

    un­der­take the re­spon­si­bil­ities of his des­tiny and come a man in­to his Mas­ter’s

    world.




    “There are on­ly two oth­ers on the earth who can match me,” the Dutch­man roared in­to the

    si­lence of the court­yard. “Two who can match me in strength and skill. And even though I face

    them be­fore my time, they will be dead be­fore the week is out be­cause they do not pos­sess

    my mind!” In a rage, he lift­ed up one of the blocks of wood that had fall­en from the straw

    dum­mies and hurled it high in­to the air, over the court­yard wall, be­yond the cas­tle

    grounds, and out of sight.




    “Chi­un!” his voice echoed sav­age­ly off the stone court­yard walls. “Re­mo! You have

    stum­bled in­to my do­main to meet your end.”




    He was pulled out of the in­sen­sate roar­ings of his mind by the close yap­ping of a small

    an­imal. Al­ready out of con­trol, he turned slow­ly to see with his mad­man’s eyes a dog

    dart­ing back and forth in the court­yard, bark­ing brave­ly at the Dutch­man whom all an­imals

    feared.




    His eyes au­to­mat­ical­ly trained them­selves on the dog. With a yelp, the an­imal be­gan

    to run faster and faster around the court­yard, pant­ing, stum­bling over its own feet, un­til

    it col­lapsed. Its tongue lolled out in ex­haus­tion.




    The Dutch­man tried to pull his mind away from the dog. It be­longed to the Asi­at­ic girl,

    and she was his fa­vorite. But he could no more quell the vi­olent pow­er of his thoughts than

    he could halt the tide. He felt the thing, the ug­ly, un­want­ed thing in­side him that had

    giv­en him no rest since the mo­ment he had dis­cov­ered it, stir with­in him. The dog would

    have to die an­oth­er hor­ri­fy­ing death to add to the Dutch­man’s long list.




    The thought was emerg­ing on its own, red and blis­tery, the col­ors grow­ing brighter… Then

    the sound of fast, shuf­fling feet mo­men­tar­ily broke his con­cen­tra­tion as the girl,

    clothed in a white sleep­ing gown, her black hair fly­ing be­hind her, dashed in­to the

    court­yard and scooped the dog up in her arms. She was whim­per­ing and her hands shook as she

    picked up the an­imal, care­ful not to look at the Dutch­man.




    But the thought had al­ready formed. Boils. And sud­den­ly the girl screamed and tore at her

    clothes in a grotesque fren­zy. The white gown hung in tat­tered strands over her

    once-​per­fect body, now cov­ered with seep­ing sores. The dog scur­ried in­to the in­te­ri­or

    of the cas­tle as the girl clawed at her eyes. Her ragged cries echoed, feed­ing the Killing

    Pic­ture in the Dutch­man’s wild, trans­fixed eyes.




    It was near the end. The girl’s knees buck­led and she fell to the earth, still scream­ing.

    Then the door­way opened, and the mute stood with­in its arch, the lit­tle dog at his feet.




    “No!” the Dutch­man shout­ed, but the mute would not leave. When would it stop, the hor­ror,

    the killing, the re­vul­sion at him­self? Would he spend the rest of his life killing

    ev­ery­one who dared to come near him? Would he end his days a sense­less mon­ster with no will

    to per­form any­thing but acts of death? With an ef­fort so great that he felt his heart would

    stop, the Dutch­man’s feet be­gan to turn. One step, then an­oth­er, each hard­er than the

    last, un­til he was fac­ing the wall.




    “Go,” he whis­pered hoarse­ly. The mute ran in­to the court­yard and lift­ed the bleed­ing

    girl in his arms. Then they fled with the lit­tle dog whin­ing be­side them through the big oak

    and iron door lead­ing in­side the cas­tle.




    The Dutch­man clung to the top of the wall with white-​knuck­led hands. He could not hang on

    much longer. Soon he would have to turn back, com­mand­ed by the de­mon in­side him, and

    ev­ery­thing in his way would be oblit­er­at­ed.




    When he heard the soft thump of the door clos­ing, the ten­sion less­ened. He felt some

    strength re­turn to his hands and legs. Jump­ing high in­to the air, he vault­ed over the wall

    and ran over the scrub of Dev­il’s Moun­tain to the sea, where he swam for sev­er­al miles

    un­til his en­er­gy be­gan to dis­si­pate.




    Far out in the deep wa­ters of the At­lantic, the de­mon calmed. The Dutch­man turned on his

    back to see the bright, clean streaks of sun­set clouds in the sky. His nos­trils filled with

    the salt fra­grance of the sea. His body float­ed mo­tion­less on the waves, soothed and cooled

    by the wa­ter. It would be so easy here, now, to dive to the depths of the sea, at­tach

    him­self to a rock, and re­lease the life from him that would float to the sur­face with the

    air in his lungs and burst in the salt spray. Death would be the most wel­come event in his

    life.




    But death was a lux­ury he could not give him­self be­fore his task was com­plet­ed. He had

    made a promise to the Mas­ter, and he would ful­fill it. Re­mo and Chi­un would die first. Then

    the Dutch­man would rest.




    With long, weary strokes, he swam back to shore.




    The mute was wait­ing for him when he re­turned to the cas­tle. With his usu­al stony

    ex­pres­sion, he pre­pared the Dutch­man his bath and a soli­tary meal of rice and tea. Af­ter

    he had fin­ished, the Dutch­man said, “Thank you, Sanchez.” It was the first time he had used

    the mute’s name. Sanchez’s ex­pres­sion did not change, but the Dutch­man thought he saw, for a

    brief mo­ment, some­thing like pity flick­er in the mute’s eyes.




    The Dutch­man spoke no more. In sign lan­guage, he asked Sanchez to make prepa­ra­tions at

    the ship­yard. He could not al­low more in­ci­dents to oc­cur in his own home. The straw

    dum­mies were not ad­equate to con­tain his strength. He need­ed live vic­tims.




    The mute nod­ded and left. My pow­er is be­com­ing fright­en­ing, the Dutch­man thought.

    Soon I will have to make con­tact with the young Amer­ican and the old Ori­en­tal, Chi­un. The

    time is coin­ing.




    Soon.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Pierre came to get Re­mo in a red Dat­sun pick­up. Its fend­ers were rid­dled with dents,

    and the tail­gate clanked open and shut with each bump on the wind­ing dirt roads. Both

    head­lights were smashed.




    “Is this thing safe?” Re­mo asked.




    “Safest car on de road,” Pierre said, his teeth shin­ing bril­liant white against the ebony

    black­ness of his skin. He pat­ted the pit­ted dash­board of the Dat­sun as it la­bored up the

    steep hill roads near the is­land’s west shore. “When Pierre get in ac­ci­dent, he drive away.

    Oth­er guy– splat.” He grinned with homi­ci­dal glee.




    “Isn’t that il­le­gal?” Re­mo asked, amused.




    Pierre dis­missed the ob­jec­tion. “Not much il­le­gal in the is­lands,” he said. “Killing

    with gun, that il­le­gal. Squash­ing with car, that le­gal.” He poked Re­mo in the ribs. “Good

    thing for you Pierre got big car, huh?”




    Re­mo smiled wan­ly. On his right, far be­low the cliff road, he spot­ted an in­dus­tri­al

    com­plex sur­round­ed by an elec­tric fence re­plete with high-​volt­age signs in En­glish,

    French, and Dutch. Two tele­vi­sion mon­itors atop high met­al poles tracked the area

    con­stant­ly. The en­tire place was lit with bright flood­lights.




    The elab­orate se­cu­ri­ty sys­tem made the com­pound seem out of place in its prim­itive,

    night-​black­ened set­ting. “What’s that?” Re­mo asked, point­ing to it.




    “Dat the Soubise ship­yards,” Pierre said.




    “Soubise? Fa­bi­enne’s fa­ther?”




    “Dat the one. On­ly Soubise, he dead now. It all be­long to the Dutch­man now.” He

    whis­pered the name in a low, mys­te­ri­ous whis­per de­signed more for in­trigue than

    com­mu­ni­ca­tion.




    “That Dutch­man again. Ev­ery­body keeps bring­ing up the Dutch­man, like he’s some kind of

    a ghost. Who is this guy, any­way?”




    “No­body know the Dutch­man,” Pierre said, his voice that of a mas­ter sto­ry­teller

    be­gin­ning to spin his tale. “Nev­er see no­body, nev­er go no­place, that one. Some say he

    the dev­il him­self. Look. Look up there.” He skid­ded the truck to a halt on the steep

    moun­tain road, caus­ing the ve­hi­cle to shim­my pre­car­ious­ly close to the cliff.




    “What’s that?” Re­mo said, squint­ing through the dark­ness at a bar­bar­ic-​look­ing white

    fortress on a hill in the dis­tance.




    “Dat the cas­tle where he live, the Dutch­man, up on Dev­il’s Moun­tain.”




    “A cas­tle? Must be an ec­cen­tric old coot.”




    “He just a boy, Mis­ter Re­mo,” Pierre whis­pered. “Maybe twen­ty, twen­ty-​five year old.

    But he the dev­il, don’t doubt that.”




    Re­mo was in­ter­est­ed. “Sidonie said Old Man Soubise left him all his mon­ey.”




    “And the ship­yard, too. The old man, he see the Dutch­man, and he go cuck­oo. Dat what

    hap­pen. Any man what looks on the gold­en boy of the cas­tle, it too late.” His eyes rolled in

    a broad pan­tomime of in­stan­ta­neous mad­ness.




    “Wait a minute, Pierre. That kind of stuffs pure su­per­sti­tion.”




    “It true!” Pierre protest­ed. “The Dutch­man, he go in dis­guise to work for Mon­sieur

    Soubise as a truck load­er. One day he get close to the old man, and bam! Like that, the old

    man say he a bird and jump off a cliff.”




    “Which cliff?”




    “Dis one.”




    Re­mo checked again out the win­dow, where the truck teetered near the edge. “Speak­ing of

    the cliff, Pierre–“




    “My cousin, he seen it hap­pen,” Pierre said stub­born­ly. “It turn out the old man change

    his will that day, just be­fore he fly off the cliff say­ing he’s a bird, and he leave

    ev­ery­thing to the Dutch­man. Then, when the Dutch­man take over, he put up the elec­tric

    fence and the TV cam­eras.” With that, the rear of the stopped truck set­tled nois­ily in­to

    the soft shoul­der of the cliff.




    “How are we go­ing to get this tank mov­ing again at this an­gle?” Re­mo asked

    ir­ri­ta­bly.




    Pierre smiled. “No prob­lem, boss.” Af­ter a scream of grind­ing gears, he yanked the truck

    in­to re­verse and whis­tled cheer­ful­ly as they ca­reened back­ward down the dark­ened,

    one-​lane road.




    “Watch it!” Re­mo yelled. “You don’t have any lights. What if some­body’s com­ing the oth­er

    way?”




    “Oh, don’t wor­ry, Mis­ter Re­mo. This here’s big truck. Any­body come in our way, we cream

    ‘em.”




    Re­mo shut his eyes and wait­ed for the in­evitable crash. It fig­ured, he thought. More

    than a decade of the finest phys­ical train­ing on earth, and he was go­ing to be killed at the

    hands of a lu­natic is­land truck driv­er.




    Af­ter a few min­utes of Pierre’s re­verse roller coast­er ride down the moun­tain, the

    truck drift­ed to a halt.




    ” ‘S’okay, boss,” Pierre said with con­fi­dence.




    Re­mo opened his eyes cau­tious­ly. Pierre was hold­ing a flash­light to the win­dow. “We

    back at the bot­tom. Now we just go up again.”




    Be­fore the truck stretched two roads. One was the treach­er­ous, wind­ing climb up the

    moun­tain they had just de­scend­ed with such hellish speed. The oth­er was a straight,

    grav­el-​paved, two-​lane road lead­ing up the same hill. Pierre switched off the flash­light

    de­ci­sive­ly and punched the truck in­to gear to be­gin the tor­tu­ous climb up the first

    road.




    “Wait a sec­ond,” Re­mo said. “The oth­er road looked a lot bet­ter. Why don’t we go that

    way?”




    The is­lander shook his head elab­orate­ly. “Nuh-​huh. No way, suh.”




    “Why not? Don’t these roads in­ter­sect?”




    “Yes,” Pierre agreed ami­ably, bounc­ing in his seat from the rut­ted pot­holes in the

    road.




    “Then why don’t we use the oth­er one, for cry­ing out loud?”




    “Dat road lead to Dev­il’s Moun­tain. Ain’t us­ing it.”




    “This is nut-​house time,” Re­mo said, ex­as­per­at­ed. “You’re telling me you won’t even

    drive a truck on a bet­ter road just be­cause it hap­pens to lead to the place where this

    weirdo. Dutch­man lives?”




    “Yup,” Pierre said, snap­ping his jaw shut.




    There would be no more dis­cus­sion of the route af­ter that, Re­mo knew. He had seen Chi­un

    use the same fi­nal ges­ture of­ten enough. He sat back, ac­cus­tom­ing him­self to the or­deal

    of the long drive up the hill, when he heard a sound like the buzzing of in­sects. “What’s

    that?” he asked.




    “Mo­tor­cy­cle. Dirt bike, maybe. Peo­ple’s got ‘em up here, where folks got mon­ey.”




    “I don’t see any lights.”




    Pierre shrugged. “Who need lights?”




    Re­mo sighed. Then the buzzing grew loud­er, came up be­side the truck, and flew ahead.




    “Fun­ny,” Pierre said. “I still don’t see noth­ing.”




    Re­mo peered in­to the dark­ness. “It’s fun­ny, all right.” In front of them, the dirt bike

    slowed down to stay just ahead of the truck. The driv­er was clad all in black, hid­ing him in

    the night. As Re­mo watched, a black face turned around, and an arm came up hold­ing a

    pis­tol.




    “Get down,” Re­mo yelled, pulling Pierre down in­to his seat as the bik­er squeezed off two

    shots in­to the truck’s cab­in and took off.




    The bul­lets left two round o’s en­cased in spi­der-​webbed glass on the pas­sen­ger side of

    the wind­shield.




    “You fast, boss,” Pierre said, wip­ing the sweat off his fore­head. “Plen­ty fast.”




    “Got any en­emies?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t know.” Pierre smiled. “Guess so, huh?”




    Fa­bi­enne’s sprawl­ing is­land ranch house stood near­by in Bil­bo­quet, the Bev­er­ly

    Hills of Sint Maarten. The homes in the area be­longed most­ly to wealthy for­eign­ers who

    lived in them a few weeks out of each year, leav­ing them ful­ly staffed but va­cant the rest

    of the time. Few of the res­idents were per­ma­nent– the founder of the Sint Maarten Bank of

    Com­merce, Mr. Potts, the rum king, whose dis­til­leries dot­ted the coast, an East In­di­an

    mer­chant-​prince whose chain of bou­tiques catered to tourists look­ing for “gen­uine” is­land

    fash­ions, a Japanese im­porter of Sony elec­tron­ics and Seiko watch­es, and a

    nine­teen-​year-​old Amer­ican mil­lion­aire with a pen­chant for dis­co mu­sic who, it was

    re­put­ed, had made his for­tune smug­gling one sin­gle ship­ment of co­caine in­to the Unit­ed

    States. All in all, the mot­ley group “on the hill,” as the na­tives re­ferred to Bil­bo­quet,

    were not par­tic­ular­ly fas­ci­nat­ing to Fa­bi­enne de la Soubise.




    Her fa­ther, Hen­ri, had built the house on the hill on­ly when his wife had deemed

    in­tol­er­able the old stone man­sion near the ship­yard, where his fam­ily had lived for four

    gen­er­ations. The three acres on Bil­bo­quet sep­arat­ed them from their jet-​set­ting

    neigh­bors, but not enough for Hen­ri or his off­spring Fa­bi­enne, who had in­her­it­ed his

    tem­per­ament as well as his fea­tures. Fa­bi­enne had grown up lov­ing the is­land and the big

    ships full of blus­ter­ing, rough-​talk­ing sea­men with whom her fa­ther did busi­ness. When

    the first surge of tourism came, her moth­er rev­eled in their new-​found so­cial life with its

    glit­ter­ing par­ties and ex­pen­sive Eu­ro­pean shops. Of course, her moth­er would ex­plain,

    those were the re­al peo­ple, the wealthy nobs who sailed their par­ty yachts to the is­land

    for a stay of a month or more, not to be con­fused with the late-​com­ing hon­ey­moon­ers and

    week va­ca­tion­ers who ar­rived via pack­age flights to stay at the new­ly built Hol­iday

    Inns. Fa­bi­enne didn’t care. She liked the is­landers much more than the tourists– re­al or

    oth­er­wise– and had learned their tongue ear­ly from her fa­ther.




    When her moth­er left them both to fly back to Paris, her fa­ther had tak­en her de­ser­tion

    hard. He spent in­ter­minable hours at the ship­yard of­fice, build­ing an even greater

    for­tune than he had in­her­it­ed, which was re­flect­ed in the mag­nif­icent fur­nish­ings of

    the house in Bil­bo­quet, al­though he rarely saw it: Louix XV din­ing chairs; twin waist-​high

    Ming Dy­nasty vas­es of translu­cent green; an enor­mous eight-​by-​four-​foot ta­ble carved

    from a sin­gle Cal­ifor­nia red­wood, shipped from Amer­ica; a silk di­van from Napoleon’s

    sit­ting room at Fontain­bleau, restuffed with ei­der­down. He had want­ed Fa­bi­enne’s life to

    be as lux­uri­ous and pa­tri­cian as his own was lone­ly and over­worked.




    Thank God for the fur­ni­ture. Sell­ing it had kept her alive, she thought as she strung a

    small gold loop through her ear. They were the last ear­rings she had left. Hen­ri would roll

    over in his grave if he saw the state in which he had left his on­ly child af­ter his

    in­ex­pli­ca­ble bout with lu­na­cy, which end­ed his own life and gave ev­ery­thing his

    fam­ily had worked for 200 years to a strange young man no one on the is­land had ev­er known

    ex­cept by the most out­landish ru­mors. She had sued the oc­cu­pant of the Cas­tle, what­ev­er

    his name was, for a re­turn of her lega­cy, but even at best, le­gal pro­ceed­ings moved with

    ele­phan­tine slow­ness on the is­land, nev­er mind when no one could be found who was will­ing

    to serve court pa­pers on the man. She had tried her­self, but was ef­fec­tive­ly driv­en away

    each time by his ser­vant, a small, men­ac­ing-​look­ing man with an ar­se­nal of

    hand-​to-​hand weapons strung in his belt and whose on­ly sounds were the eerie moans of

    some­one who’d suf­fered ir­repara­ble dam­age to his voice mech­anism. She would try again.

    There was noth­ing else to do.




    The bell rang, and a smile spread across her face as she walked through the ram­bling house

    to the front door, once an­swered on­ly by ser­vants. These were bad times, she knew, but there

    were bright spots even now. Like the young man be­hind the door.




    Re­mo smiled al­most shy­ly as she took his hand and led him past the vestibule in­to the

    liv­ing room. His smile turned to sur­prise as he looked around. She laughed; she had be­come

    used to the small em­bar­rass­ments of her rare guests.




    “I didn’t say I could en­ter­tain you in style,” she said as she led him to one of the two

    cush­ions in the room, the on­ly fur­ni­ture apart from a brace of can­dles on a ce­ram­ic dish

    on the floor.




    “I know you won’t be­lieve it, but this is ex­act­ly the style I’m used to,” Re­mo said.




    She laughed, a big, hearty, un­in­hib­it­ed guf­faw. “That’s the nicest thing you could have

    said.” Her green eyes caught the sparkle of the can­dles. She took his land. “I’ve chilled some

    cham­pagne,” she said. “Found it in the cel­lar.”




    Re­mo placed his hand on her hair, found a pin, and re­moved it. The cas­cade tum­bled over

    her shoul­ders, nestling be­tween her breasts. Re­mo pulled her close to him and kissed her.

    She re­spond­ed ea­ger­ly, hold­ing him as her lips part­ed to feel the smooth pres­sure of his

    tongue.




    “I don’t feel like drink­ing,” Re­mo said.




    She kissed him again. “Maybe we can think of an­oth­er ac­tiv­ity.”




    She re­spond­ed to Re­mo’s ten­der, ex­pert love­mak­ing with the zeal of a wom­an who’d

    sworn off sex for years, on­ly to re­dis­cov­er it with more joy than she had ev­er felt. When

    they were fin­ished, they held each oth­er in a ri­ot of tan­gled, damp sheets on Fa­bi­enne’s

    bed, the on­ly piece of fur­ni­ture left in the room.




    Re­mo stroked her face, now shiny and con­tent­ed­ly drowsy. “I’m glad we’re here

    to­geth­er,” he said.




    She nuz­zled her face close to his chest. “Mon­sieur Re­mo Williams,” she said very close to

    him, “you are pos­si­bly the best lover in the world.”




    “Pos­si­bly?” Re­mo snort­ed in mock in­dig­na­tion. “Not pos­itive­ly?”




    “Pos­itive­ly, this has been the most won­der­ful hour I’ve spent in– in many years.” Her

    face flick­ered and dark­ened for a mo­ment with un­want­ed mem­ories.




    “At least two years,” Re­mo said.




    “How did you…” She waved the rest of her ques­tion away. Peo­ple talked, es­pe­cial­ly on

    the is­land. “I guess you didn’t be­lieve I just like emp­ty hous­es, did you?”




    “I’m sor­ry. Is there any­thing I can do?”




    She shook her head. “Noth­ing, I’m afraid. It’s up to the courts now. Don’t both­er about my

    fi­nan­cial ups and downs, Re­mo. We on­ly have a short time to­geth­er. Let us en­joy what we

    can, quoi?” She cocked her head be­guil­ing­ly. In the moon­light she looked, Re­mo thought,

    like a good French post­card.




    “Saisez le jour’s what I al­ways say.” He pulled her face to his.




    She looked be­wil­dered. “I beg your par­don?”




    “Saisez le–” He cleared his throat. “It’s French. I think. Catch the day. Grab the mo­ment.

    Or maybe it means pass the salt. I nev­er was very good in high school French.”




    “Oh.” She burst in­to peals of laugh­ter. “Chéri, your French is won­der­ful.” She kissed

    him. “Where it mat­ters.”




    She climbed out of bed and reached for Re­mo’s hand. “Come with me,” she said. “I want to

    show you some­thing.”




    She led him out­side, where the warm trade winds were singing through the sil­hou­ettes of

    the palm trees. “It’s beau­ti­ful,” Re­mo said, be­cause he knew she want­ed him to say it.




    “It gets bet­ter.”




    They walked be­hind the house, through a bright trop­ical gar­den that Fa­bi­enne had

    main­tained, past a grove of man­go trees, un­til the sound of slap­ping wa­ter came up at them

    from white­caps far be­low. “This is the best spot on the is­land,” Fa­bi­enne said, test­ing a

    rock with her foot. The rock gave way and tum­bled down the cliff to splash in the sea. “One

    just has to be care­ful where one sits.” She sat down cross-​legged near the cliff, her naked

    limbs shim­mer­ing.




    Re­mo sat next to her, his arm en­cir­cling her shoul­ders. “One promis­es to be very

    care­ful,” he said. “One would not like to slide down this cliff with­out so much as one’s pair

    of jock­ey shorts to smooth one’s way.”




    She laughed. “You’re mak­ing fun of my ac­cent.”




    “I’m crazy about your ac­cent. Among oth­er things.”




    She start­ed’ to speak, but Re­mo si­lenced her. There was some­thing else in the air, a

    fa­mil­iar noise.




    “Are there any mo­tor­cy­cle trails around here?”




    “I sup­pose,” she said. “Not in my back yard, sure­ly. Re­mo…”




    But the sound grew more per­sis­tent. “Some­one took a pot­shot at Pierre’s truck tonight,”

    he said. “Some­one on a dirt bike.”




    By then, the pres­ence of the bike was un­de­ni­able. “Get be­hind those trees,” Re­mo

    said.




    “What will you do?”




    “I’m go­ing to get a bet­ter look at him. Go on.” He pushed her near the grove of fruit

    trees that dom­inat­ed the sky­line. Re­mo walked along the cliff, to­ward the source of the

    mo­tor­cy­cle’s blast.




    He could see it now, head­ed straight for him. As the bike ap­proached, a blind­ing beam

    from its head­lamp fo­cused on Re­mo. He held up his arms, wav­ing. “Get out of here,” he

    shout­ed. “This is pri­vate prop­er­ty.” But the bike kept speed­ing for him, ac­cel­er­at­ing

    as it came clos­er. When he re­al­ized that the bik­er wasn’t go­ing to stop, he sidestepped

    out of the way as the bike veered dan­ger­ous­ly close. Maybe the bul­lets weren’t for Pierre,

    Re­mo mused. But who in this place would want…




    Fa­bi­enne’s scream echoed in the still night as the dirt bike en­tered the grove of man­go

    trees. The rid­er had found the girl. Re­mo raced back while the bike’s en­gine roared in short

    bursts as it raced around the maze of the grove. He saw Fa­bi­enne run­ning out of the trees,

    fol­lowed by the bike a few feet be­hind. A sil­hou­et­ted arm on the bike’s han­dle­bars

    raised slow­ly, a pis­tol poised at the end of it aim­ing for the girl.




    Au­to­mat­ical­ly Re­mo squeezed his eyes shut to help his night vi­sion. Then he picked up

    a small rock at his feet and hurled it. The rock was small­er than a base­ball, but it

    shat­tered the gun to frag­ments in the man’s hand. It gave Re­mo enough time to reach the girl

    and toss her gen­tly to the ground, out of the way.




    The bike came at them again, cir­cling and buzzing men­ac­ing­ly. Re­mo wait­ed for it to

    come near enough to pull the driv­er off. But even as it drew close and he got a clear pic­ture

    of the driv­er’s bloat­ed, out­law’s face, the fig­ure in black drew some­thing from his

    pock­et. It sparkled briefly in the dim light, first in the driv­er’s hand, then far in­to the

    space be­tween him and the girl. As it flashed inch­es from her face, Re­mo saw that it was a

    steel-​tipped mace on a chain. Even ly­ing on the ground wouldn’t pro­tect her from a weapon

    like that.




    Re­mo charged the bike, but it skit­tered away.




    Af­ter a few mo­ments, the girl stood up. “He’s gone,” she said.




    “I don’t think so.” Al­ready he heard the change in the en­gine that sig­naled a turn. The

    bike was com­ing back for them. “Just get down be­hind that scrub,” Re­mo said. “Stay as well

    hid­den as you can.




    “Okay.” She scram­bled for the cov­er of the thin brush grow­ing near the cliff’s edge, but

    her voice be­came a howl as the earth gave way be­neath her and slid like a dead weight with

    it. She clung to some scrub halfway down the cliff, its net­tles dig­ging in­to her palms.

    “Re­mo!” she screamed. “I’m go­ing to fall!”




    And now, the mo­tor­cy­cle was near­ly on him.




    “Hold on,” Re­mo said. “I’m com­ing af­ter you. Hold on.” Inch­ing his way down the sheer

    cliff, he heard the sound of the en­gine roar­ing above him. A cas­cade of small stones and

    earth loos­ened by his hands rolled con­tin­uous­ly in­to Re­mo’s eyes. He could taste the

    dirt. Just as he reached the girl, he heard the dirt bike’s en­gine click off.




    “I’m go­ing to push you up,” Re­mo said. “He’s up there, so once you hit ground, just run

    like hell.” He placed one hand around her knee and pushed it up­ward hard, at an an­gle so that

    the girl would land some dis­tance from the boots of the bik­er im­me­di­ate­ly above him.

    There was a thump, and then the fran­tic run­ning steps of the girl.




    The man above Re­mo did not move.




    Sud­den­ly Re­mo felt fool­ish hang­ing stark naked from a cliff with an is­land ver­sion of

    a Hell’s An­gel tow­er­ing above him. “Wan­na talk, bud­dy?” Re­mo asked.




    The bik­er re­spond­ed by pulling the steel mace out of his jack­et. It whirred to life

    above his head.




    “Well, if that’s the way you want it,” Re­mo said. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”




    A half-​smile spread across the bik­er’s face as he low­ered the whistling, whirling mace

    to­ward Re­mo. Then, with a mo­tion so swift that the mace seemed to be twirling in slow

    mo­tion, Re­mo caught the weapon as it was com­ing for him and yanked him­self up to ground

    lev­el. The propul­sion of the mace was such that he land­ed some dis­tance from the bik­er,

    who blinked and sput­tered, “Hey, mon, I talk. I talk.” Re­mo came up to him slow­ly. The man

    backed away. “No. I say I tell–“




    “Don’t!”




    Re­mo’s warn­ing went un­heed­ed and un­heard. The bik­er was al­ready scream­ing as the

    loose earth fell be­low him and cast him bounc­ing like a rub­ber ball down the cliff in­to the

    whirling wa­ters of the sea.




    Fa­bi­enne dragged her­self to Re­mo. “You all right?” he asked.




    “Yes.” She was sob­bing. “Re­mo, was he try­ing to kill me?”




    “Ei­ther you or me, sweet­heart. We won’t know for a while. Any­way, he’s gone.”


  




  

    Chapter Five




    Al­ber­to Vit­torel­li, the card read in the dim moon­light at the Soubise ship­yard. The

    Dutch­man had turned the lights off when he en­tered the com­pound. The place was silent

    ex­cept for the ragged grum­bling and snor­ing of the men his mute, Sanchez, had brought for

    him. He was sur­prised when a lit­tle dark-​haired man scram­bled from the pile of in­sen­sate

    drunks in the cor­ner and weaved to­ward him, thrust­ing his name em­bossed on white plas­tic

    in front of the Dutch­man’s face.




    The card of­fered by the bruised, grog­gy man was his of­fi­cial iden­ti­fi­ca­tion for

    Lor­don Lines.




    “Do you still work for Lor­don?” the Dutch­man asked in En­glish. Lor­don was an En­glish

    line whose cruis­ers reg­ular­ly docked at Sint Maarten har­bor.




    The rum­pled fel­low held his tem­ples with both hands, as though the Dutch­man’s voice were

    deaf­en­ing. “Scusi?” he asked with some dif­fi­cul­ty.




    The Dutch­man changed his lan­guage to Ital­ian. “Do you work for the ship?” he asked,

    point­ing to the enor­mous, light-​fes­tooned lux­ury lin­er a half-​mile out to sea in the

    har­bor.




    “Si, si,” the Ital­ian said, bright­en­ing. In a tor­rent of emo­tion, he ex­plained how he

    had been rolled in an al­ley by a group of drunk­en sailors who left him un­con­scious af­ter

    strip­ping his wal­let. “I al­ways car­ry my iden­ti­fi­ca­tion in my vest pock­et for just

    such an emer­gen­cy, so that I may re­board the ship.”




    He looked around at the grim, bleak ship­yard clut­tered with met­al truck con­tain­ers

    stand­ing in ut­ter dark­ness. In a far cor­ner of the yard, Vit­torel­li saw the group of men

    he had been with when he came to con­scious­ness amid their un­washed bod­ies and al­co­holic

    fumes. The men were bums, filthy, ragged beg­gars who moaned soft­ly as they shift­ed their

    weight in the cor­ner of the ship­yard, obliv­ious to their un­usu­al sur­round­ings. They were

    a dra­mat­ic con­trast from the tall, im­pe­ri­ous aris­to­crat who stood be­fore him, fix­ing

    him with cold, light eyes.




    “You are from the… au­thor­ities, sig­nor?” Vit­torel­li asked du­bi­ous­ly.




    The Dutch­man held down a surge of anger at Sanchez for his blun­der. The mute had

    com­mu­ni­cat­ed to him that the night’s prepa­ra­tions had been made. He was to have gone to

    the al­ley­ways and tramp camps of Phillips­burg and Marig­ot to root out the is­land’s

    dis­pos­sessed for the Dutch­man’s use. No one missed these men, who would dis­ap­pear in the

    night and nev­er re­turn. When the Dutch­man fin­ished with them, their corpses were to be

    load­ed in­to a forty-​foot con­tain­er and hauled out to deep wa­ter, where they would sink,

    for­got­ten, in­to the sea.




    For­tu­nate­ly, the Dutch­man did not of­ten re­quire live part­ners for his prac­tice. The

    pos­si­bil­ity of pick­ing up a vic­tim who would be missed and re­port­ed was too great.

    Killing at the yard was rare, but it was still dan­ger­ous.




    The worst had al­ready hap­pened. An Amer­ican sal­vage ship had ac­ci­den­tal­ly found a

    con­tain­er load­ed with bod­ies from one of the Dutch­man’s nights at the yard. He thought,

    when he had first heard the ves­sel was in the area, of forc­ing the ship’s crew to aban­don

    their search, but he knew Amer­icans. At the slight­est in­ter­fer­ence, they would search

    hard­er, think­ing some­one want­ed to pre­vent them from lo­cat­ing the re­mains of the

    Span­ish galleon they were af­ter. So he’d kept to him­self and they had found the bod­ies.

    For­tu­nate­ly, he had made sure the box was un­trace­able to the Soubise Har­bor

    Trans­porta­tion Cor­po­ra­tion by al­ter­ing some in­voic­es in the of­fice. When the is­land

    au­thor­ities came to ques­tion the ex­ec­utives at the yard, they were shown the in­ven­to­ry

    records in­di­cat­ing that no con­tain­ers had been lost or stolen, and they had left

    sat­is­fied.




    But it was not the is­land au­thor­ities who wor­ried the Dutch­man. Hours af­ter the

    con­tain­er was lift­ed on board the sal­vage ship, the Dutch­man spot­ted a fleet of U.S. Army

    he­li­copters swarm­ing around the ship. They stayed for some time, then left with­out

    ques­tion­ing any­one on the is­land. Short­ly af­ter the he­li­copters took off, the sal­vage

    ship pulled away from Sint Maarten wa­ters and nev­er re­turned for the leg­endary sunken

    trea­sure ship. There was no word on the un­usu­al find in any ma­jor pub­li­ca­tion in any

    lan­guage.




    Clear­ly the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment was some­how in­volved, but how? Amer­ica was one

    of the few coun­tries on earth that had nev­er laid claim to the is­land. Some­one had sent

    those he­li­copters in re­sponse to the ship’s sig­nal. Some­one had hushed up the news. And

    now, some­one might be watch­ing to see if it hap­pened again.




    “What do you do on the ship?” the Dutch­man asked Vit­torel­li. “Are you im­por­tant?”




    “Im­por­tant? I?” The Ital­ian spread his hands over his chest. “Sig­nor, I as­sure you that

    I am of ex­treme im­por­tance. The ship can­not sail with­out Al­ber­to. With­out my ser­vices,

    Lor­don’s sauce is like riv­er wa­ter. Pah!” He spat cer­emo­ni­ous­ly, if ner­vous­ly, at a

    spot as far away from the cold­ly ma­jes­tic Dutch­man as he could muster.




    “Do ex­plain your­self,” the Dutch­man said. “Briefly.”




    “Very fast, very fast,” Vit­torel­li whim­pered, his hands flut­ter­ing like birds’ wings at

    his sides. “Sig­nor, I am the sous-​chef in the ship’s kitchen. I make the sauces. If I do not

    re­turn, nine hun­dred and twelve pas­sen­gers will sail to­mor­row morn­ing, doomed to eight

    days of dry sal­ad, naked as­para­gus, and white spaghet­ti. I beg you, sig­nor. There has been

    a great mis­take.”




    There was a mis­take, all right. A miss­ing sous-​chef wouldn’t force Lor­don in­to a full

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion, but it was still risky. He would have to let the man go.




    “My apolo­gies, sig­nor,” the Dutch­man said. “There has been a rash of van­dal­ism at the

    ship­yard re­cent­ly, which we be­lieve was in­sti­gat­ed by some of our own men. We have

    brought the sus­pects here for ques­tion­ing, so as not to in­volve the po­lice in our

    in­ter­nal af­fairs. You un­der­stand.”




    Vit­torel­li cast a side­long glance at the dis­or­der­ly ar­ray of drunks at the far end of

    the yard. “Those are your work­ers, sig­nor?”




    The Dutch­man’s eyes grew even cold­er. “Per­haps you don’t un­der­stand,” he said

    soft­ly.




    “Si! Si! I un­der­stand per­fect­ly, sig­nor. Per­fect­ly.” His beet-​red face nod­ded

    en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly. “I go now, okay?” With trem­bling hands he reached for his Lor­don

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.




    “One more thing, Mr. Vit­torel­li,” the Dutch­man said.




    “S-​s-​si?”




    “You are not to dis­cuss this episode with any­one. Is that clear?”




    “Oh, ab­so­lute­ly.”




    “Be­cause if you do, you will nev­er set foot on Sint Maarten again.”




    “You will have no dif­fi­cul­ty from me, sig­nor. None what­so­ev­er. Con per­miso…”




    You grov­el­ing lit­tle toad, the Dutch­man thought.




    Vit­torel­li jumped in­vol­un­tar­ily.




    “Go,” the Dutch­man com­mand­ed, forc­ing his eyes away from the Ital­ian and to­ward the

    dark­ness over the At­lantic. The killing pic­ture that be­gan deep in the Dutch­man’s brain

    and shot out to­ward the Ital­ian missed its tar­get. In­stead, the spark of loathing

    ex­plod­ed harm­less­ly in the night sky, burst­ing over the sea like a fire­crack­er. As the

    burn­ing half-​thought dis­si­pat­ed, the Dutch­man gave a small sigh of re­lief. He was

    be­gin­ning, with great ef­fort, to con­trol the de­struc­tive force in­side him.




    Vit­torel­li shrieked at the sight of the spon­ta­neous dis­play in the sky. He ran at top

    speed to­ward the high-​volt­age fence.




    “Stop!” the Dutch­man called. “The fence is elec­tri­fied. I’ll let you out.”




    But the Ital­ian kept run­ning. With a leap, he plas­tered him­self spread-​ea­gled to the

    wire fence. The charge took him at once, shak­ing his limbs fe­ro­cious­ly. Sparks bris­tled

    around his hair, which stood com­plete­ly on. end, and smoke smol­dered from his shoes as he

    gur­gled stran­gled sounds.




    The Dutch­man kicked him off the fence. Vit­torel­li’s twitch­ing body rolled to­ward the

    group of drunks who sat clutch­ing one an­oth­er in hor­ror as they wit­nessed his

    elec­tro­cu­tion. The drunks re­coiled and scat­tered, shout­ing wild­ly.




    It had all gone out of con­trol. The Dutch­man would have to stop them all be­fore their

    noise brought cu­ri­ous on­look­ers to the yard. But first he would have to get rid of the

    source of their fright, the gory mass of flesh that still trem­bled spas­mod­ical­ly near­by.

    With one hand, he threw Vit­torel­li’s gris­ly, burned body high over the fence in­to the ocean

    be­yond, while he trapped a ter­ri­fied drifter, now stone sober and sur­pris­ing­ly strong,

    with the oth­er. When Vit­torel­li hit the wa­ter with a re­sound­ing splash, the Dutch­man

    turned to the drifter and si­lenced him with one lethal blow to the wind­pipe, then dropped

    him. He was search­ing for the near­est scream.




    It came from an old black man who limped to­ward the of­fice com­plex. The Dutch­man caught

    him in the so­lar plexus with his foot, then split his tem­ple open with two fin­gers. He

    killed the oth­ers clean­ly, seek­ing them out among the trucks and sand­bags where they hid,

    mak­ing sure each kill was unique by strik­ing dif­fer­ent blows on each fright­ened,

    be­wil­dered vic­tim.




    When it was over, he count­ed the bod­ies. There were ten, in­clud­ing Vit­torel­li– the

    same num­ber Sanchez had brought in ear­li­er. The fra­grant trop­ical air was al­ready

    be­gin­ning to smell of death. The Dutch­man opened a re­frig­er­at­ed truck con­tain­er used

    for haul­ing meat and pro­duce, and tossed the bod­ies in­side af­ter re­mov­ing any per­son­al

    ef­fects and iden­ti­fi­ca­tion from them. These would be burned in the fur­nace at the

    cas­tle.




    He closed -the door to the con­tain­er, set its di­als, and it whirred in­to ac­tion. The

    sea slapped at the shore in peace­ful rhythm while the mo­tor of the con­tain­er chilled its

    ter­ri­ble car­go. The box would be car­ried out to sea soon. As soon as the bod­ies of Re­mo

    and Chi­un filled it.




    Out­side the com­pound, the scrub grass stirred with heavy foot­steps. The Dutch­man past­ed

    him­self to the side of the re­frig­er­at­ed box and watched as the fig­ure drew clos­er. It

    walked clum­si­ly, as if the per­son car­ried a heavy load. At the gate, the fig­ure held

    some­thing in its hand that glint­ed like met­al in the moon­light. In a mo­ment, the gate slid

    open. It was Sanchez.




    In his arms was the wa­ter-​bloat­ed, gray-​tinged body of a man in black. Sanchez dropped

    the body in front of the Dutch­man and sig­naled that he had found him float­ing be­tween the

    reefs be­low the French girl’s house.




    The Dutch­man pulled back his hand and slapped the mute across the face. “For your

    in­ep­ti­tude,” he spat. The mute stood, ex­pres­sion­less.




    “Is the Amer­ican, Re­mo, dead?” he asked af­ter a mo­ment.




    The mute shook his head.




    So. He would have to take them both at once. It would have been bet­ter to kill the young

    one first, but that was a bad gam­ble at best. No one knew bet­ter than the Dutch­man how

    dan­ger­ous this Amer­ican was. Near­ly as dan­ger­ous as the old man from Sinan­ju. He had

    been count­ing on the thug who now lay dead at his feet to catch Re­mo off guard, but he should

    have known that killing ei­ther Re­mo or Chi­un was not a job for an or­di­nary killer. He

    would have to do it him­self.




    “So be it,” he said qui­et­ly.




    Sanchez lift­ed the body in­to the truck con­tain­er, al­ready cold with frigid air that

    frost­ed the hair and beards of the un­lucky drifters in­side, and locked the door. At the

    gate, he slid a met­al-​striped card in­to a slot, and the gate opened for them and closed

    be­hind them. Two more switch­es, and the place was once again flood­ed in bright light. They

    walked to­geth­er in­to the dark­ness.




    “Has any harm come to the girl?” the Dutch­man asked.




    His head down, the mute sig­naled “No” with his hands.




    Af­ter a mo­ment, the Dutch­man spoke again. “See that it does.”




    The mute nod­ded and was gone.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    The porch lights of Re­mo’s vil­la were on. In the near dis­tance, Re­mo blinked twice when

    he saw the opened front door. The door­way seemed to be crammed full of peo­ple, as though a

    busy par­ty were in progress, on­ly there was no sound. No mu­sic, no bursts of cock­tail

    laugh­ter, noth­ing but the drone of the ci­cadas and the chirp­ing of grasshop­pers.




    Then he saw one of the fig­ures in the door­way, a black man in a striped shirt, move. It

    was more a slump than a con­scious move­ment, lodged as the man was be­tween the oth­er peo­ple

    clus­tered in the frame of the open door. Re­mo came clos­er. The man who had moved now slid to

    the floor, up­set­ting the bal­ance of the oth­er fig­ures. In one con­fus­ing wave, they all

    tum­bled out the door and on­to the porch, where they lay in­ert as bro­ken glass

    fig­urines.




    “Now what the hell is go­ing on?” Re­mo said as he stepped over the dead bod­ies of the

    top­pled par­ty­go­ers on the porch.




    Chi­un was in­side, frown­ing, his arms fold­ed across his chest and con­cealed in­side the

    wide gold bro­cade sleeves of his robe. “Where have you been?” the old man grum­bled,

    ges­tur­ing with a snap of his head at the life­less forms clut­ter­ing the en­trance­way.

    “Move this rub­ble away.”




    “That’s it, huh?” Re­mo said, kick­ing a limp arm out of his way in dis­gust. “Bump off half

    the men in the vil­lage so old Re­mo, the clean-​up man, can come mop up the mess. Well, let me

    tell you, I’ve had it up to here with mur­ders to­day.” He mimed a slash across his throat.




    “And what of me? The rude­ness…” Chi­un hissed. “Twice in one day have I been coarse­ly

    in­ter­rupt­ed dur­ing the view­ing of my beau­ti­ful day­time dra­mas. Em­per­or Smith,

    crawl­ing through my win­dow with the agili­ty of a chained bear, is not enough. No. I must

    al­so suf­fer these…” His voice rose to a high-​pitched shriek as he jounced up and down in a

    rage. “… These mur­der­ous hel­lions, shout­ing ‘Hee Hoo Ha Hee’ like hys­ter­ical mon­keys as

    they went about their das­tard­ly deed. It is a zoo, this swel­ter­ing armpit of an is­land.

    Va­ca­tion? Hah! Prison would be bet­ter. Pover­ty would be bet­ter than this.”




    “Now, just calm down–“




    “Calm?” Chi­un’s al­mond eyes were lit­tle hazel o’s. “You wish me to be calm– I, who have

    lost the sin­gle thread of beau­ty in life’s tor­ment­ed fab­ric? I, whose on­ly plea­sure in

    the dim­ming twi­light of my years has now been shat­tered be­yond re­demp­tion?”




    “Will you get to it? What the hell are you talk­ing about?”




    Word­less­ly, Chi­un glid­ed out of the liv­ing room, ut­tered a small cry of grief, and

    re­turned wheel­ing the tele­vi­sion set with its Be­ta­max hookup, which he kept in his

    bed­room. The blank screen was punc­tured by a gap­ing hole, out of which the ma­chine’s

    in­nards were vis­ible.




    “This,” the old man said, chok­ing hoarse­ly. “The lout did not even have the de­cen­cy to

    die prop­er­ly. Kick­ing, flail­ing ev­ery­where like a wild chick­en.” He thrust his hand

    spec­ula­tive­ly in­to the hole in the glass, then re­tract­ed it, wail­ing high and

    stri­dent­ly. “Oh, nev­er again to gaze on Mrs. Win­ter­sheim’s trou­bled coun­te­nance. Nev­er

    to know the dark se­cret of Skip the po­di­atrist. And Rad Rex, the kind­est of heal­ers, the

    finest–“




    “You’ve seen those shows a mil­lion times,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un turned on him, eyes blaz­ing. “And if one sees the Mona Lisa a mil­lion times, is it

    then per­mis­si­ble to de­stroy her?”




    “I’ll go in­to town to­mor­row and get you an­oth­er set,” Re­mo said im­pa­tient­ly.




    “To­mor­row?” Chi­un bel­lowed. “To­mor­row? What am I to do tonight?” He glared at the

    bro­ken tele­vi­sion. “This is worth­less now, isn’t it?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “I guess you could use it for a cof­fee ta­ble if you want­ed to…”




    “Worth­less. Gone for­ev­er, the love­ly sto­ries that lived with­in this mag­ic box.” He

    tossed the set in­to the air like a ten­nis ball and whacked it across the room, where it

    em­bed­ded it­self in the stuc­co wall.




    Re­mo jumped. “Re­mem­ber what I said, Chi­un. Calm. Let’s be…”




    “I am calm,” Chi­un hissed as he strode over to the heap of bod­ies in the door­way and

    pro­pelled one of the dead men through the pic­ture win­dow with a crash of shat­ter­ing glass.

    “Mis­er­able, de­struc­tive wretch­es,” he said. He kicked an­oth­er in­to the kitchen. The

    body came to rest at the base of the re­frig­er­ator, which crum­pled around it. “They have no

    re­spect for prop­er­ty,” Chi­un said, fling­ing an­oth­er limp fig­ure up­ward with a snap of

    his wrist. The body shot in­to the ceil­ing, where it stuck halfway, its cor­duroy-​clad legs

    hang­ing limply down like a grotesque chan­de­lier.




    “Okay, you’ve made your point. I’ll get rid of the bod­ies,” Re­mo said, quick­ly pulling

    two of the dead men out in­to the yard. Chi­un spun an­oth­er through the back door, knock­ing

    it off its hinges.




    “I’m do­ing it, I’m do­ing it,” Re­mo shout­ed from the yard.




    “Nev­er will an old man find peace in these vi­olent times,” Chi­un mut­tered.




    An hour lat­er, Re­mo had dumped most of the dead in­to the ocean and re­turned to the

    wreck­age of the vil­la.




    “Him, too,” Chi­un said tight­ly, ges­tur­ing with a thumb to­ward the man in cor­duroys

    whose low­er half hung sus­pend­ed from the ceil­ing.




    “Oh. I for­got.” Re­mo tugged gen­tly at the legs, grunt­ing as he tried to pry the body

    loose. “Hey, what were these guys do­ing here, any­way? Did you think to ask be­fore you

    knocked them off?”




    Chi­un sniffed. “Who knows what lu­na­cy im­pels men who smash tele­vi­sions?”




    “I mean, were they try­ing to rob you?”




    The old man paused and gave Re­mo a puz­zled look. “Ac­tu­al­ly, I think they were try­ing

    to kill me,” he said.




    “What for?”




    Chi­un made a face. “How should I know? The white mind has al­ways been in­scrutable. Stupid

    is al­ways in­scrutable.”




    “These men are all black,” Re­mo said.




    “Close enough.”




    “Well, what’d they do?”




    Chi­un rolled his eyes in ex­as­per­ation. “The usu­al. They came in­side, play­ing with

    their knives and guns.” lie swept’ an open ten-​inch switch­blade in­to the bush­es with his

    toe. “They were hoot­ing in that in­com­pre­hen­si­ble lan­guage, and in a mo­ment they had all

    de­part­ed for the Great Void. Ex­cept for the one with the danc­ing feet who smashed my

    tele­vi­sion. By the way, his re­mains are in the car­pet of my bed­room.”




    “Oh, come on,” Re­mo groaned. He trot­ted in­to the room to see. “This is gross,” he called

    over his shoul­der as he picked up the rolled-​up car­pet. “Couldn’t you just kill him and

    leave it at that?”




    “But he broke my tele­vi­sion,” Chi­un ex­plained. “Just as Mrs. Win­ter­sheim…”




    “Yeah, yeah.” Too tired to stand on cer­emo­ny, Re­mo hoist­ed the car­pet on­to his

    shoul­der and re­turned to the liv­ing room, where he yanked the oth­er body out of the

    ceil­ing, with a show­er of dust and plas­ter. The man in the cor­duroys tum­bled to the floor

    like a sack of ce­ment. “Well, I can’t fig­ure it out,” Re­mo said. “No­body even knows us

    here, and this makes three times to­day that some­one’s tried to ice one of us.”




    “You, too?” Chi­un asked in a tone of voice that im­me­di­ate­ly struck Re­mo as too

    ca­su­al.




    “Twice,” Re­mo said, eye­ing him slow­ly. “And you know some­thing about it, so speak up.

    What’s go­ing on?”




    “I know noth­ing.” Chi­un’s fin­gers twitched to­ward the plas­ter-​cov­ered body. “Take

    this mad dog away.”




    Some­thing caught Re­mo’s eye. It was ly­ing on the floor be­side the dead man, coat­ed with

    fall­en de­bris. “This must have fall­en out of his pock­et,” Re­mo said, pick­ing it up.




    It was a plas­tic card the size of a cred­it card, on­ly it had no mark­ings on it ex­cept

    for a wide met­al band run­ning along its length. “What do you think it is?” Re­mo asked,

    turn­ing the card over in his palm.




    Chi­un snapped it out of his hand ir­ri­ta­bly. “Clean up this rub­bish first,” he said.

    “Lat­er will we solve the rid­dles of this ill-​man­nered is­land.” He tossed the card on­to an

    end ta­ble while Re­mo dragged the corpses out­side.




    There was some­thing strange about this night. Re­mo felt it as he hauled the dead men

    to­ward the cold mist of the ocean. He tossed in the rolled-​up car­pet.




    Well, why shouldn’t the night be strange? The day had been weird enough. Smit­ty, for one

    thing, with his trans­par­ent talk about tak­ing a va­ca­tion on an is­land near the one that

    Re­mo and Chi­un were on. Harold W. Smith didn’t take va­ca­tions, not with his em­ploy­ees, at

    any rate. Then the mur­der at­tempts. Two for Re­mo and one for Chi­un. Some­thing was go­ing

    on here, and what­ev­er it was, Smith knew about it. Re­mo was here for a rea­son, al­though he

    couldn’t imag­ine what it was. All he knew was that some­thing lurked on this is­land

    par­adise, some­thing dark and fright­en­ing. Chi­un was right. Some va­ca­tion.




    A rustling sound­ed in the dis­tance, Re­mo looked be­hind his shoul­der. Noth­ing. That was

    what was strange about this night, he re­al­ized as his eyes moved from the night-​black­ened

    coast­line to the sky. There was no moon. Some­time in the past hour a cloud cov­er had

    blot­ted out the moon and the twin­kling stars that were the on­ly light out­doors at night.

    With­out them, the is­land was as black as the in­nards of Hell.




    The rustling sound­ed again, clos­er, with the pat-​pat-​pat of ap­proach­ing foot­steps on

    the sand. Re­mo lis­tened. They were com­ing from the west, the di­rec­tion he had walked home

    from. He gath­ered his thoughts to­geth­er, try­ing to re­mem­ber. West was Fa­bi­enne’s house

    and Dev­il’s Moun­tain and that wind­ing goat-​herders’ road he had tak­en with Pierre, and the

    ship­yard with its mod­ern se­cu­ri­ty sys­tem…




    The ship­yard.




    Now he re­mem­bered. When he walked back from Fa­bi­enne’s, the lights at the ship­yard had

    been off. They had been blaz­ing when he had gone up the wind­ing road with Pierre, but com­ing

    back, the place was dark and in­vis­ible.




    The steps came clos­er. Who­ev­er was com­ing was run­ning. As far away as the run­ner had

    to be by the sound of his foot­falls, Re­mo could hear out-​of-​breath pant­ing. He set down

    the body he was car­ry­ing and squat­ted a hun­dred feet or so away. Close enough so that he,

    with the height­ened night vi­sion drilled in­to him over the years, could see the run­ner

    be­fore be­ing seen him­self.




    The run­ning fig­ure came for­ward at full speed, then fell with a thud over the body of the

    man in cor­duroys. The run­ner got up, ex­plored the body briefly, then let loose with a

    howl­ing, high-​pitched scream. A wom­an’s scream.




    Fa­bi­enne. Re­mo ran to­ward her. She turned tail and dashed mad­ly for the woods,

    fight­ing and kick­ing and squeal­ing like a ban­shee. She wailed, “No, no!” as Re­mo fi­nal­ly

    got her in his grip.




    “It’s all right. It’s me, Re­mo.”




    “Re­mo?” She turned hes­itant­ly. “Oh, Re­mo.” She flood­ed with tears and held on­to him.

    She was shak­ing wild­ly. Her breath came in gulps. “He came for me,” she shrieked

    hys­ter­ical­ly, the words tum­bling from her be­tween long, hoarse breaths. “In the house…

    af­ter you left… His hands were on my throat… go­ing to kill me…”




    “Hold on,” Re­mo said. “I’m tak­ing you in­side. You can tell me there. You’re

    freez­ing.”




    “I had to swim… Sharks… afraid of sharks.”




    “Shhh. You’re okay now, lit­tle girl.” He stroked her wet hair to calm her. When she

    qui­et­ed, he picked her up and car­ried her in­to the vil­la. “You just take it easy till we

    get you in­to some dry clothes.” He stepped care­ful­ly over the pile of rub­ble in the liv­ing

    room and set her down on a so­fa. She was still trem­bling. Her neck was swollen, and thick

    bruis­es cir­cled it like a chain.




    Chi­un walked in car­ry­ing a load of clean tow­els and a blue silk ki­mono. “Who is this

    lat­est dis­tur­bance of the peace?” he asked.




    “The wom­an I went to see tonight. Looks like who­ev­er came af­ter you and me is go­ing for

    her, too.”




    Af­ter a change of cloth­ing and a stiff shot of Sidonie’s rum, Fa­bi­enne had stopped

    shak­ing and was well enough to talk.




    “Thank you,” she said, ac­cept­ing the sec­ond glass of is­land fire­wa­ter Re­mo of­fered

    her. Her eyes widened as she took in the dec­imat­ed room. “He’s been here, too,” she said. She

    low­ered her head in de­spair.




    “Some were, but they weren’t a lot of trou­ble,” Re­mo said sooth­ing­ly. He saw her fo­cus

    on the tele­vi­sion plant­ed in the wall and added quick­ly, “They didn’t do that. That’s just

    Chi­un’s idea of in­te­ri­or dec­orat­ing.”




    “Tell us what hap­pened,” Chi­un said. Again, his in­ter­est trig­gered Re­mo’s

    sus­pi­cions.




    Fa­bi­enne downed the rest of her drink. A lone tear trick­led down her cheek. “Oh, I’m so

    sor­ry you had to be in­volved. Both of you.”




    “Per­haps we are in­volved more than you think,” Chi­un said. “Tell us what you can.

    With­out tears, please.”




    “He came for me af­ter Re­mo left,” she said. “I was asleep. He got on top of me and tried

    to stran­gle me.” She touched the bruis­es on her neck with a wince of pain. “There was

    noth­ing near my bed ex­cept for a can­dle, but it was all I had. I got hold of it some­how and

    poked him in the eye, I think. He jumped, and I man­aged to squirm away. It was hor­ri­ble.”

    She slapped both hands over her eyes, as though try­ing to erase the mem­ory.




    “Go on,” Re­mo said gen­tly.




    “I got out of the house and ran down the back roads to the shore. He fol­lowed me. He was

    very close. He would have got me for cer­tain if the clouds hadn’t come in so quick­ly. When

    the moon dis­ap­peared, it be­came dark very sud­den­ly. I back­tracked to­ward the woods, and

    I heard him stop be­hind me. I think he be­came con­fused when he couldn’t see me. So I

    crouched down be­hind a rock and lis­tened. He was mov­ing slow­ly, lis­ten­ing for me, too.

    Then I saw some stones near­by. I picked up a few of them and threw them in­to the woods. He

    fol­lowed them, mer­ci à Dieu.”




    “And you came here.”




    “Not di­rect­ly. He would have heard me. In­stead, I crawled as qui­et­ly as I could back to

    the beach and got in the wa­ter. It was to­tal­ly dark by then. I don’t think he saw me, but I

    went out as far as I dared, just to be sure. Sharks come to these wa­ters at night. I was

    fright­ened that one would come af­ter me, but I couldn’t risk get­ting back on­to land. I knew

    he would be look­ing for me there, wait­ing. I swam to about a kilo­me­ter from here, and ran

    the rest of the way.”




    Re­mo made a face. “What I can’t fig­ure out is, why would this per­son– who­ev­er he is–

    want to kill you?”




    She looked at him, her mouth turned down­ward in bit­ter irony. “Oh, didn’t I tell you? I

    know who he is. The mute. The Dutch­man’s ser­vant.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un ex­changed a glance. “Per­haps you would like to rest,” Chi­un said. “We

    have time for these mat­ters to­mor­row.”




    She nod­ded. “I sup­pose you’re right. Thank you.”




    Re­mo led her to his bed­room. He came back in a few min­utes to find Chi­un lost in thought

    in front of the bro­ken win­dow.




    “I’ll be right back,” Re­mo said. “I still have to get rid of one of the guys you sent to

    Hap­py Land.”




    “Take me to the body,” Chi­un said.




    Near the shore, Re­mo picked up the man in cor­duroys by the armpits. “I’ve been tak­ing

    them over to that cliff and toss­ing them in,” he said, nod­ding to­ward the dark­ness. “The

    wa­ter’s pret­ty deep there–“




    “Break his arm,” Chi­un said.




    “What?”




    “Break his arm. The fore­arm.”




    Re­mo dropped the body with a sigh. “Now, isn’t this go­ing a lit­tle far? I mean, maybe

    they did break your T.V., but the poor suck­er’s al­ready dead…”




    “Ar­gu­ments, al­ways ar­gu­ments,” Chi­un snapped. “Is it al­ways so dif­fi­cult for you to

    ful­fill the sim­plest re­quest? Do you find it so im­pos­si­ble…”




    The arm broke with a snap.




    “Ah,” Chi­un said. “A lit­tle re­spect, at last.” He picked up the dead man’s arm and

    ex­am­ined the break with his fin­gers. “Is this your best at­tack?” he asked crisply.




    Re­mo rolled his eyes. “Want me to go down to the morgue and prac­tice?”




    “Break the oth­er arm.”




    “Aw, come on.”




    “Do as I say.”




    Re­mo picked up the oth­er arm re­luc­tant­ly. “I feel like a ghoul.”




    Chi­un glared at him, the hazel eyes glint­ing threat­en­ing­ly in the dark­ness.




    He broke the sec­ond arm with a quick chop. Chi­un flut­tered over to feel the break. Amid a

    se­ries of mut­tered “hm­mms” and “ahs,” he bounced from one side of the body to the oth­er,

    scru­ti­niz­ing the new breaks. “Just as I thought,” he de­clared fi­nal­ly. He dis­missed

    Re­mo with a wave of his hand. “You may dis­pose of this car­rion now.”




    “Wait just a freak­ing minute. Now that I’ve bro­ken both arms of a corpse, would you mind

    telling me what is just as you thought?”




    Chi­un sput­tered. “I’m sor­ry, Re­mo. I try but you just have no brains. Any id­iot could

    see why I asked you to break his arms.”




    “Not any id­iot,” Re­mo said hot­ly.




    “To see if your el­bow was bent,” Chi­un shrieked.




    Re­mo stepped back, dumb­struck. Chi­un turned grace­ful­ly back to­ward the vil­la.




    “Was it?” Re­mo asked so soft­ly, he could bare­ly hear it him­self.




    Chi­un cack­led from afar. “Yes, of course. Your el­bow is al­ways bent.” He hoot­ed with

    de­light. He was go­ing to sleep well tonight, very well in­deed. He had the proof he need­ed

    now. Em­per­or Smith was a white fool to think that Re­mo could have killed the men in the

    pho­tographs he car­ried. Now Chi­un could con­firm Re­mo’s in­no­cence. Smith could com­pare

    the re­sults of Re­mo’s at­tack and see that they were dif­fer­ent from those in the pic­ture.

    The man who slew those un­for­tu­nates in the sunken truck did not bend his el­bow when he

    worked. He did not make small mis­takes. On­ly big ones.




    His biggest was to for­ward a let­ter that should have re­mained locked in the tomb of the

    past.




    In his room, Chi­un rolled out his tata­mi sleep­ing mat and pre­pared for deep rest. He

    would need it, for to­mor­row he would do bat­tle with a ghost.




    A ghost more dead­ly and evil than any man.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Mrs. Hank Cobb gave her hus­band’s arm a squeeze as they strolled in the brisk morn­ing air

    on the sec­ond-​class deck of the Cop­pelia. On the is­land a half-​mile away, grace­ful palms

    waved good-​bye while the ship’s mighty foghorn sound­ed. As usu­al when leav­ing port, Mrs.

    Cobb cried.




    “There, there,” her hus­band said, pat­ting her hand pa­ter­nal­ly, even though his lips

    be­trayed a smile of plea­sure and pride. “Not a bad sec­ond hon­ey­moon, wouldn’t you say,

    Emi­ly?”




    Emi­ly Cobb gen­tly kissed the white-​haired, stoop-​shoul­dered man at her side. “Sec­ond?

    I didn’t know the first one was over,” she said, caus­ing the man she had lived with for

    twen­ty-​five years to blush like a school­boy. To­geth­er they stood on deck, wav­ing back to

    the silent palms, their new Sony Trini­tron and Swedish Valpox stereo safe­ly crat­ed

    be­low.




    Near the ship, some­thing bobbed mo­men­tar­ily to the sur­face be­fore be­ing en­gulfed

    again by the waves. “What’s that?” Mrs. Cobb asked, point­ing to the ob­ject.




    “A log, I think, or a bro­ken tele­phone pole,” Mr. Cobb an­swered thought­ful­ly. “Then

    again, it couldn’t be a tele­phone pole. I haven’t seen any of those here. Come to think of it,

    I haven’t seen any trees that big around in the whole darned Caribbean, have you?”




    Mrs. Cobb felt an un­easy wob­bling in her stom­ach. “It… it doesn’t re­al­ly look like a

    tree,” she said hes­itant­ly.




    “Well, then maybe it’s some­thing off the ship.”




    The ob­ject came to the sur­face again, dark and shin­ing in the bright re­flec­tion of the

    sun on the ocean.




    “Hank… Hank,” she cried low, her fin­gers clutch­ing her hus­band’s coat in a ter­ri­fied

    grip. Mr. Cobb strug­gled with her while he peered over his glass­es at the thing float­ing on

    the sur­face of the wa­ter, the dun-​col­ored item where his wife’s at­ten­tion was so

    des­per­ate­ly riv­et­ed.




    “Damn bi­fo­cals,” he mut­tered. “Emi­ly, for God’s sake, what’s the mat­ter?” He turned to

    her quick­ly. “You feel all right, don’t you, dear?”




    And Mrs. Cobb opened her mouth au­to­mat­ical­ly to as­sure Mr. Cobb that she was feel­ing

    just fine, but at that mo­ment the thing drift­ed along­side the ship and opened its eyes in

    its charred skull. Its teeth flashed white, as though be­long­ing to a corpse that had risen

    from some dank and an­cient grave, and its blood trailed be­hind it in a rib­bon. And Emi­ly

    Cobb shat­tered the si­lence on deck with the most hor­ri­fy­ing sound she had ev­er

    ut­tered.




    She screamed, root­ed to the spot where she stood, as the cruise di­rec­tor turned smil­ing

    to­ward her. She screamed as his smile dis­in­te­grat­ed in­to a hideous gri­mace and he called

    for help on his walkie-​talkie. She screamed as a tan­gle of crew­men flood­ed around her with

    ropes and a lifeboat and went scur­ry­ing down the lad­der to sea lev­el. And she screamed when

    the ship’s sur­geon ap­peared, bleary and fran­tic, to check her pulse and com­mand her

    hus­band in boozy tones to take her to their cab­in as the crew­men shout­ed and heaved their

    black­ened car­go in­to the lifeboat be­low.




    In her cab­in, Mrs. Cobb lay on her small bunk, try­ing to re­mem­ber. Her hus­band’s

    sooth­ing, fright­ened words washed over her like surf. That ter­ri­ble burned body, those eyes

    that opened sud­den­ly like a porce­lain doll’s…




    On deck, Dr. Matthew Caswell held back a wave of re­vul­sion as the sailors dumped the

    black­ened thing that had once been a man on­to a stretch­er and fol­lowed the doc­tor in­to

    the in­fir­mary. Heat at­tacks were not un­com­mon on board cruis­ers the size of the

    Cop­pelia. Strokes, food poi­son­ing, bro­ken arms and legs, even a cou­ple of pre­ma­ture

    births. But noth­ing like this. He hoped the cap­tain had al­ready ra­dioed the is­land po­lice

    for a boat to take the vile-​smelling ca­dav­er in front of him to the morgue be­fore he

    up­chucked his break­fast of two bloody Marys and a beer chas­er.




    He set his nurse, retch­ing, to cut­ting the body’s clothes off as he at­tend­ed to the

    for­mal­ities of con­firm­ing death. The first of the for­mal­ities was to down half the hip

    flask he car­ried. All else were tech­ni­cal­ities.




    Even through his whiskey haze, Caswell saw that an au­top­sy was in or­der back on the

    is­land. Third-​de­gree burns through­out, se­vere loss of blood, and an am­pu­tat­ed leg on

    top of it all. New­ly am­pu­tat­ed, too, by the looks of it: Un­doubt­ed­ly a shark. Long

    ten­drils of flesh hung from the top of the leg near the hip, and the bone had been snapped.

    The poor fel­low had tak­en a long time to die.




    Hold­ing his breath, Caswell placed his stetho­scope against the man’s chest, mak­ing a

    men­tal note to re­place the in­stru­ment at the next port, along with the hip flask, which was

    far too small.




    “Wait a minute,” he said half to him­self.




    “I’ve found some iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, Doc­tor.”




    “Qui­et.”




    Oh, no. It couldn’t be. It was next to im­pos­si­ble.




    “Call the cap­tain,” he or­dered. “Tell him to come here.”




    But it was true. The doc­tor rushed fran­ti­cal­ly to get a prop­er tourni­quet on the leg,

    then wheeled out an I.V. with a pint of plas­ma.




    Why me, he moaned in­ward­ly, his hands trem­bling. Matthew Caswell hadn’t op­er­at­ed in

    years. Of all the places on earth for a dead-​se­ri­ous med­ical emer­gen­cy to turn up, why

    did it have to be here? With him? “I’m sor­ry,” Caswell whis­pered to the bare­ly breath­ing

    re­mains of the stranger who was fat­ed to die un­der Dr. Matthew Caswell’s un­steady knife.

    “I’m so ter­ri­bly sor­ry, mis­ter. You’ve been through so much. You de­serve bet­ter.”




    Then a strange thing hap­pened. The burned man on the ta­ble opened one black­ened eye­lid.

    He held his gaze on the doc­tor for a long mo­ment be­fore laps­ing back in­to

    un­con­scious­ness.




    He saw me, the doc­tor thought. He saw, and he knows what I am. “I was a good sur­geon

    once,” Caswell said aloud. Then he ran to the toi­let and vom­it­ed the en­tire morn­ing’s

    in­take of vod­ka and beer and rye in­to the ship’s tank.




    The cap­tain en­tered with­out knock­ing, a hand­some, ef­fi­cient-​look­ing man in his

    for­ties who was clear­ly im­pa­tient to get rid of the body and con­tin­ue the cruise. “What

    is it?” he snapped.




    “This man’s alive,” Caswell said, spit­ting in­to the sink.




    “Oh, Je­sus Christ.”




    “He can’t be moved. He’ll have to stay here un­til I can…” The doc­tor shiv­ered

    in­vol­un­tar­ily. “… Can op­er­ate on his leg. Shark dam­age, and he’s got ex­ten­sive

    elec­tri­cal burns. You can see the di­amond-​shaped pat­tern on his palms and thigh. It was

    prob­ably a fence. Al­so, he’s in shock. He’ll need skin grafts and a lot of blood…”




    “You’re go­ing to op­er­ate?” the cap­tain sneered. “Well, that shouldn’t take long.”




    The doc­tor ig­nored him. “I can per­form the op­er­ation in a few hours, but Ill need a

    small team from the is­land, a cou­ple of sur­geons and–“




    “Don’t make me laugh, Caswell.”




    “… And three or four good nurs­es. And some plas­ma, at least six pints. They can take him

    back to the hos­pi­tal when I’m through.”




    The cap­tain smiled in­dul­gent­ly, a cru­el smile re­served for rum­mies and oth­er

    washouts who tried to sound like they knew what they were do­ing.




    Well, Caswell thought, I can’t say I didn’t earn the man’s dis­re­spect.




    “How many hours are we talk­ing about?”




    The doc­tor wiped his fore­head with the back of his hand as he helped the nurse as­sem­ble

    his in­stru­ments. “I don’t know. Three or four, un­less he dies. Look, I’ve got to hur­ry.

    Please try to get me some help, Cap­tain.”




    “Three or four hours,” the cap­tain mut­tered. “The pas­sen­gers’ll miss half a day in

    Ja­maica.”




    “Cap­tain, please. Do as you like, but you must leave now. I’ve got to scrub.”




    The cap­tain turned with a dis­gust­ed sigh.




    “I need that team, sir.”




    At that mo­ment, Mrs. Hank Cobb sat bolt up­right in her bunk, her eyes wide and

    star­ing.




    “Lie down, Emi­ly. I told the doc­tor–“




    “We know that man, Hank,” she shrilled.




    “What man? Oh, Emi­ly, not that– that thing down there.”




    “Those eyes,” she screamed. “Those teeth!”




    “Please, dear–“




    “He’s the cook! The ship’s cook. He gave me the recipe for that cel­ery seed dress­ing,

    don’t you re­mem­ber?”




    Hank Cobb searched his mem­ory. “The cook…”




    Half a city block away, in the ship’s in­fir­mary, Al­ber­to Vit­torel­li was fad­ing back

    out of his brief episode of con­scious­ness. The black wall of the ship– how did the ship

    ap­pear? The wom­an scream­ing, the bob­bing faces all around him, their wet hair plas­tered to

    their heads, the gen­tle­man in the white suit mov­ing hur­ried­ly above him now, his

    ex­pres­sion of wor­ry so deeply graven on his face that it seemed al­most com­ical.




    The an­ti­sep­tic-​smelling white room be­gan to swirl around him. Of course they had come

    to res­cue him. With­out Vit­torel­li, the ship would sail with no sauces. He closed his eyes

    to the whirling, dark­en­ing place, its lone oc­cu­pant the wor­ried gen­tle­man in white. But

    the spin­ning con­tin­ued in­side Vit­torel­li like a tight, di­min­ish­ing mer­ry-​go-​round.

    The rid­ers on the mer­ry-​go-​round (Faster! round and round it went, faster and faster!) were

    the men in the sea with him, their sailor uni­forms bright in the dark wa­ter, the sailors and

    the scream­ing wom­an and the wor­ried gen­tle­man in white. And at the cen­ter of it ‘all, so

    small how, small and dis­ap­pear­ing, was an­oth­er face, cold and com­mand­ing, swept by

    yel­low hair, lit by the palest ice-​blue eyes, a face he would nev­er for­get…


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    The next morn­ing was Sun­day. Re­mo sprang awake to a deaf­en­ing howl, the thun­der of

    heavy, be­wil­dered foot­steps, and the clank­ing of glass­es and ice cubes. He wrapped a

    tow­el around him­self and head­ed for the kitchen, but Sidonie in­ter­cept­ed him just

    out­side the bed­room.




    “What you do out there?” the house­keep­er ac­cused, her eyes pinched in­to lit­tle black

    mar­bles. “This place a mess.”




    “We had vis­itors last night,” Re­mo said lame­ly.




    Sidonie craned her neck past him in­to the bed­room, where Fa­bi­enne was groan­ing awake,

    her hand held to her throb­bing fore­head. “Land sake, boy,” Sidonie gasped, step­ping

    back­ward in in­dig­na­tion. “What for you got her in your bed?”




    Re­mo passed up the ob­vi­ous ex­pla­na­tion in view of the fact that Sidonie was a friend

    of the girl’s, and al­so be­cause she had to weigh in at over 225 and al­ready had a cou­ple of

    belts of rum in her. “She’s been hurt,” he said.




    Sidonie wad­dled ten­ta­tive­ly in­to the room, her ice cubes tin­kling in her glass as she

    swayed her heavy bulk to­ward the girl in the bed. When she saw the chain of bruis­es around

    Fa­bi­enne’s throat, she placed her hand over her heart, tossed down the full glass of rum, and

    wad­dled men­ac­ing­ly back to­ward Re­mo. “You do that, white boy?” she growled.




    “Come on, Sidonie. Why would I do that?”




    She pressed her face close to his, rum fumes in­vad­ing his nos­trils like bay­onets. “Maybe

    un­der­neath that soft white skin, you a mad dog.” She lift­ed an eye­brow.




    “Why don’t you ask her?”




    “Maybe she lie?”




    “Oh, good grief,” Re­mo said.




    “Maybe she like it.” She smiled wicked­ly.




    “Sidonie.” Fa­bi­enne’s voice brought the huge wom­an run­ning. Re­mo ex­haled

    grate­ful­ly.




    “Who do this to you, girl?” she asked, press­ing the girl’s face in­to her mam­moth bo­som.

    “You tell Sidonie, she go­ing fix his butt good.”




    Fa­bi­enne coughed to bring her voice above a whis­per. “It was the mute, Sidonie. The

    Dutch­man’s mute.”




    The black wom­an’s eyes closed as she sucked in air nois­ily. With two fin­gers she gave the

    sign of the Evil Eye to ward off demons.




    “You know I’m get­ting tired of all this crap,” Re­mo said. “Any men­tion of this Dutch­man

    char­ac­ter around here, and ev­ery­one gets scared out of their bloomers. It is to puke.”




    “Do not mock him,” Sidonie warned. “He hear you. He is the Evil One. He knows.”




    “Oh, bull fat,” Re­mo said. “I’m go­ing up to that cas­tle on the moun­tain to­day and haul

    that mute, or what­ev­er he is, down to the po­lice sta­tion. And if the Dutch­man doesn’t like

    it, I’m go­ing to pop his cork.”




    “Do not speak so quick­ly, Re­mo.” Chi­un stood be­hind him, glit­ter­ing in a cer­emo­ni­al

    robe of teal-​blue bro­cade.




    “See, he know,” Sidonie said, grav­itat­ing to­ward Chi­un, whom she show­ered with

    af­fec­tion­ate pats and clucks. “You look re­al fine to­day, Mr. Chi­un,” she said sweet­ly.

    She turned back to Re­mo, scowl­ing. “This white boy, he come out wear­ing a tow­el around them

    skin­ny legs, him with a girl in his bed.”




    “I wish I could have been spared the sight,” Chi­un said. “And I’m sor­ry for the mess Re­mo

    made here last night. We were at­tacked by hood­lums last night. They broke my

    tele­vi­sion.”




    “That’s a shame, Mr. Chi­un. I’ll have the place fixed up in no time.”




    “Can you re­place my tele­vi­sion?” he asked hope­ful­ly.




    “You just leave it to me. You go­ing to teach that trash what beat up Fa­bi­enne a

    les­son?”




    “Yes. His last les­son,” Chi­un said cold­ly.




    There was a loud knock­ing at the door. “What fool come vis­it­ing this time of day?”

    Sidonie mum­bled as she lum­bered to­ward the front en­trance.




    “Some­thing spe­cial go­ing on to­day?” Re­mo asked Chi­un, who was ar­rang­ing the

    elab­orate folds of his cer­emo­ni­al robe. Chi­un shrugged. “You’re not go­ing to tell me, are

    you?” Re­mo said, fin­ger­ing the cloth of the ki­mono.




    “There is no need for you to know.”




    Sidonie’s loud whis­per waft­ed to­ward them. “No,” she hissed, stomp­ing. “I ain’t giv­ing

    you no hun­dred dol­lah. You nev­er give back the last fifty you bor­rowed.”




    “Sidonie, ba­by,” Pierre’s smooth voice cooed. “It the truck. She broke. I got to have the

    mon­ey, or I go out of busi­ness.”




    “Too bad for you, then. You got to go to work now like an hon­est man.”




    “Who goes?” Chi­un called.




    “It on­ly Pierre,” Sidonie said. “I telling him to leave now. You hear that, boy?”




    Re­mo and Chi­un walked in­to the liv­ing room.




    “Mis­ter Re­mo.” Pierre nod­ded. “I come to talk to Fa­bi­enne, if she here.”




    “Hah!” Sidonie grunt­ed. “You come to rob me again.”




    Pierre ig­nored her. “I been most ev­ery­where on the is­land,” he said, “look­ing for her.

    I got to give her some bad news.”




    “She’s here, but she’s not feel­ing well,” Re­mo said. “Maybe you can tell me.”




    “Well…” He shuf­fled his feet. “It not good. I seen her house to­day. It wrecked. Win­dows

    smashed, mud all over the door, ev­ery­thing. Look like some­body get re­al mad, tear the place

    up.”




    “It must have been the mute,” Re­mo mused.




    Pierre’s eyes bulged. “The Dutch­man’s mute?” he said in a stran­gled squeak.




    “Shut up, you nosy no-​ac­count…”




    Pierre gasped. Some­thing was ly­ing on the end ta­ble near the so­fa. He took a few

    hes­itant steps and picked up the white plas­tic card that had fall­en from the shirt of the

    dead man when Re­mo yanked him from the ceil­ing. “Dis yours?” he asked ten­ta­tive­ly.




    “Ain’t none of your busi­ness,” Sidonie snapped.




    “It is noth­ing,” Chi­un said.




    “How do you know?” Re­mo asked, ir­ri­tat­ed. “We don’t even know what it is.”




    “It the gate-​open­er,” Pierre said soft­ly.




    “The gate-​open­er?”




    “It is in­con­se­quen­tial,” Chi­un said. He point­ed Pierre to­ward the door. “Come again

    an­oth­er time. Call first.”




    “Like maybe next year,” Sidonie growled.




    “What gate does it open?” Re­mo asked.




    Pierre looked from Re­mo’s face to Chi­un’s. The old man was tense and an­gry. “Uh… it not

    im­por­tant. Like the man say.”




    “What gate, Pierre?” Re­mo glid­ed in front of him, lock­ing in­to the black man’s eyes.




    “The gate to the ship­yard,” Pierre ad­mit­ted, look­ing at his shoes. “My cousin had one

    when he work for the Dutch­man a while back. He stick it in the gate, and the fence lose

    elec­tric­ity. Dat how you get in the ship­yard.”




    “Does your cousin still work there?” Re­mo asked.




    “Naw. No­body work there long. The Dutch­man don’t keep no­body long enough to know

    noth­ing. My cousin nev­er even seen the Dutch­man. Me nei­ther.”




    Re­mo took the card and turned it over in his palm. The ship­yard. Ev­ery­thing point­ed to

    the ship­yard. And the Dutch­man.




    “You’d bet­ter leave now,” Chi­un told Pierre. His jaw was clench­ing.




    “Sure thing,” Pierre an­swered with a two-​fin­ger salute. “Oh, one more thing, Mr. Re­mo.

    My truck. She broke, and–“




    “Git!” Sidonie roared. She grabbed him by the shoul­der and shook him un­til his head

    rolled. “Don’t you be both­er­ing the tourists with your cheatin’ and lyin’. Git now and don’t

    come back!” She tossed him out the door. He stag­gered a few feet, re­gained his bal­ance with

    a grunt and a hate­ful back­ward glance, and head­ed off.




    “What was that about?” Re­mo asked as he put the card back on the end ta­ble.




    Sidonie chuck­led. “He be both­er­ing ev­ery­one on the is­land to lend him mon­ey, but

    no­body trust Pierre. He nev­er give it back. I throw him out be­fore he try you.”




    “Oh.” It al­ways sur­prised Re­mo that mon­ey was con­sid­ered so valu­able to most peo­ple.

    He him­self had all the mon­ey he ev­er need­ed, thanks to the good graces of Harold W. Smith,

    who kept him sup­plied with cash. Not that he need­ed much. A man who was of­fi­cial­ly dead

    and worked as a gov­ern­ment as­sas­sin didn’t have much use for shiny cars or big homes or a

    fan­cy wardrobe. He didn’t eat in restau­rants, didn’t have hob­bies, had no fam­ily to

    sup­port. Ex­cept for the fact that his phys­ical or­gan­ism was one of the two best in the

    world, he was, in world­ly mat­ters at least, dead. He had no more use for the mon­ey he

    car­ried than a corpse in a grave had for cred­it cards.




    He pulled a roll of bills from his pock­et and peeled off two fifties. “Give this to Pierre

    the next time you see him,” he said tone­less­ly. “I guess he can use it. Here, take a hun­dred

    for your­self, too.”




    “Mr. Re­mo–“




    “Where’s Chi­un?” The old man had van­ished. Re­mo took a quick look around the house,

    al­though he knew Chi­un wouldn’t be there. He had known about the card, and for some rea­son

    he had kept it from Re­mo. The end ta­ble where he had placed the card was emp­ty. Right now

    the old Ori­en­tal would be mak­ing his way, swift­ly and silent­ly, to­ward a place where

    Re­mo was not in­vit­ed.




    “Take care of the girl,” Re­mo said on his way out the door.




    He reached the ship­yard in a few min­utes at a dead run, pass­ing near a tan­gled swamp

    where bam­boo grew in tall shoots. The fence sur­round­ing the yard hummed with its charge of

    dead­ly high volt­age. Chi­un was nowhere in sight. Re­mo dou­bled back to the swamp, hacked

    off a long bam­boo pole, then car­ried it back to the fence and vault­ed over.




    “Chi­un,” he called.




    “I am here,” a voice came from the in­te­ri­or of the ship­yard. Chi­un was stand­ing near

    some bat­tered truck bod­ies, his hands tucked in­to the sleeves of his robe. He said, “Go

    home, Re­mo. This is not your af­fair.”




    “I just want to know what the hell’s go­ing on here. Since we start­ed this so-​called

    va­ca­tion, I’ve been shot at, hung off a cliff, maced, and told to break the arms of a dead

    man. Now Fa­bi­enne’s been half stran­gled, our house is a dis­as­ter, and here you are in the

    mid­dle of a ship­yard in a god­damn cer­emo­ni­al robe. You can’t ex­pect me to just turn

    around now and go home.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “Then stay. But re­mem­ber. When the time comes, what we will en­counter is

    my busi­ness, not yours.”




    “Maybe,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un with­drew one slen­der hand from his sleeve and swung over the blood-​stained door to

    the re­frig­er­at­ed truck con­tain­er be­side him. He was silent as Re­mo peered in.




    In­side, nine bod­ies lay sprawled in grotesque po­si­tions. Ici­cles hung from their mouths

    and eyes, where their last drib­blings had frozen, and their shab­by clothes lay in stiff folds

    around them, stuck to the met­al walls and floor. The frigid air in­side the con­tain­er

    smelled like a meat freez­er, the stale odors of flesh and steel mix­ing to­geth­er as the

    con­tain­er’s mo­tor whirred un­ceas­ing­ly.




    “Did they freeze to death?” Re­mo asked.




    “Look clos­er. Look at their wounds.”




    Re­mo stepped up in­to the truck and ex­am­ined the stiff bod­ies. “This isn’t re­al,” he

    said, his breath turn­ing the ends of his hair white with new frost. “They were all killed in

    hand-​to-​hand com­bat.”




    “Karate does not kill this way,” Chi­un said, step­ping in­to the truck. “That is

    hand-​to-​hand. So is ate­mi-​waza, aiki­do, ban­do and t’ai chi chuan, but those meth­ods were

    not used on these men.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “It’s weird. It looks like one of us killed them.”




    Chi­un sniffed. “It could hard­ly have been I,” he said. “Does this look like per­fect

    tech­nique? But the work is of Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo stared at him for a long mo­ment, in­cred­ulous. “You don’t think I did it, do you?”

    he asked fi­nal­ly.




    “Em­per­or Smith thinks you did. An­oth­er truck filled with bod­ies slain in this man­ner

    was found in the ocean. He or­dered me to kill you. Nat­ural­ly, I was in­ter­est­ed to see

    more of this work. The style is quite mas­ter­ful.”




    “He or­dered what?”




    “He or­dered me to kill you. That is part of my agree­ment, you know. A con­tract is a

    con­tract.”




    “But… but I didn’t do it,” Re­mo stam­mered. “I’ve nev­er even been here be­fore…”




    “Stop bab­bling,” Chi­un snapped. He jumped off the end of the truck to the ground, his robe

    bil­low­ing. “Of course you didn’t do it. This is not the work of a bent el­bow. On­ly one

    high­ly skilled in the art of Sinan­ju could kill this way. A clod could nev­er achieve such

    skill.” He waved Re­mo out and shut the door.




    “Wait till I get my hands on Smith. That C.I.A. looney.”




    “There is no need for spite­ful­ness,” Chi­un said calm­ly. “In this truck is more than

    enough ev­idence to vin­di­cate you in Em­per­or Smith’s eyes. That was why I had to come here

    first.”




    “First? Be­fore what?”




    “Be­fore con­fronting the killer of those men in the truck.”




    “But I thought we were the on­ly two peo­ple alive who still prac­ticed Sinan­ju,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Alive, yes.” Chi­un reached in­to the folds of his robe and pulled out the yel­lowed scrap

    of pa­per bear­ing three Ko­re­an char­ac­ters. “I knew you were not the killer when I

    re­ceived this.”




    ” ‘I live again,’ ” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “One who is dead has passed the knowl­edge of Sinan­ju on to an­oth­er.” Chi­un fold­ed the

    pa­per and re­placed it in his robe.




    “Nui­hc?” Re­mo whis­pered. “But he’s dead. I saw him die.”




    “He has left an heir. Through him, as his mes­sage says, Nui­hc and his in­famy live again.”

    Chi­un looked up to­ward the cas­tle.




    High above the des­olate ship­yard, its white tur­rets shone in the morn­ing light. And

    with­in its stone walls, a lega­cy of de­struc­tion and evil wait­ed for its mo­ment of

    tri­umph.


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    Be­low the Dutch­man’s cas­tle, perched on a rocky out­crop­ping, Pierre low­ered his

    binoc­ulars af­ter the young Amer­ican and the old Ori­en­tal stepped out of the truck body in

    the ship­yard. Or­di­nary tourists to Sint Maarten didn’t go around steal­ing mag­net­ic cards

    and snoop­ing in the ship­yard com­pound on Sun­day. The Amer­ican, Re­mo, had put on a show of

    ig­no­rance about the card, but the old man knew.




    Some­thing was go­ing on, all right. Fa­bi­enne “wasn’t feel­ing well” all of a sud­den

    af­ter meet­ing Re­mo, and the Dutch­man’s mute had gone through her house like a hur­ri­cane.

    Not to men­tion the shots fired at his own truck yes­ter­day. Who­ev­er the Dutch­man was, he

    had some­thing to do with the two fig­ures in the ship­yard be­low. And those two men were up

    to some­thing very fishy.




    He toyed with the binoc­ulars hang­ing around his neck. This in­for­ma­tion would be worth

    some­thing to the Dutch­man, maybe enough to fix the truck. Still, it meant climb­ing Dev­il’s

    Moun­tain and fac­ing the Dutch­man him­self…




    Pierre scram­bled down the crum­bling path that led back to the vil­lage of Marig­ot. No,

    noth­ing was worth the ter­rors of Dev­il’s Moun­tain. White folks’ busi­ness was their own. He

    would go in­to town, bor­row the price of a Red Stripe beer, and for­get all about it.




    Still, the pos­si­bil­ity of mak­ing a quick hun­dred nagged at him as he walked, ev­er more

    slow­ly, down the hill. Five min­utes in­side the Dutch­man’s cas­tle. That was all it would

    take, and Pierre would have a crisp new C-​note in his pock­et for his truck. Maybe the

    Dutch­man would give him more than a hun­dred in grat­itude for learn­ing about the two men in

    his ship­yard. Man, they’d change their tune down in Gus’s Grot­to when Pierre LeFevre walked

    in and or­dered drinks for the house. Those boys would think twice about re­fus­ing him the

    next time he was hurt­ing for change.




    The leg­end was that the Dutch­man brought down mad­ness up­on who­ev­er looked on him.




    A cache of small stones be­neath Pierre’s left foot gave way. Danc­ing and wind­milling his

    arms, he man­aged to stay up­right. Breath­ing hard, Pierre spit twice on the ground and formed

    the sym­bol of the Evil Eye with his fin­gers. Okay, okay. I ain’t go­ing nowhere but Marig­ot,

    boss.




    It was go­ing to be a scorcher to­day. Al­ready the air hung in a damp cur­tain of mist that

    would melt and siz­zle the is­land like pork rind by noon. Hous­es be­gan to ap­pear here and

    there along the dirt path that had widened in­to a pass­able road lead­ing straight to

    Marig­ot. Red Stripe’ll sure taste fine, mon­ey or no mon­ey, even though it’s a stupid leg­end

    made up by ig­no­rant is­landers who be­lieve any damn fool­ish thing they hear…




    Cool it, Pierre, a voice in­side him said. You don’t need no hun­dred dol­lars that bad.




    Oh, yes I do. And the Dutch­man’s what can give it to me, if on­ly I wasn’t such a

    chick­en­shit. And lookee here, a Willys Jeep right here on the road with the keys in the

    ig­ni­tion and a ten-​gal­lon can of gas in the back.




    He walked around the Jeep check­ing for flats. Nope, all good tires, and even a crow­bar on

    the back seat. That Dutch­man try to mess with Pierre, I gonna give it to him straight be­tween

    the eyes…




    Some­body owns this car, the faint in­ner voice said.




    So? I give it back. Just don’t want to go up Dev­il’s Moun­tain on foot.




    You can’t drive away from the dev­il, the voice said. It was bare­ly au­di­ble.




    “You watch me,” Pierre said out loud as he climbed in the Jeep and gunned the en­gine to

    life. He sang. “Hey pret­ty ba­by, can you come out tonight, come out tonight, come out

    tonight?”




    The Jeep skid­ded fit­ful­ly up the wind­ing road and on­to an­oth­er, smoother path lined

    with tall shade trees. Easy rid­ing, this road, Pierre thought as he ma­neu­vered the ma­chine

    up the dark still­ness of Dev­il’s Moun­tain.


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    “So the Dutch­man’s hooked up with dear, de­part­ed Nui­hc. The on­ly thing I don’t

    un­der­stand is, why did he wait so long to con­tact us?”




    Chi­un flashed him an ir­ri­tat­ed glance. “That is hard­ly the on­ly thing you don’t

    un­der­stand, brain­less one.” He held up a long in­dex fin­ger. “Point one. This Dutch­man

    per­son has not con­tact­ed us. Through Nui­hc’s let­ter, he has con­tact­ed me, and me

    alone.”




    “I sup­pose try­ing to bump me off twice doesn’t count as con­tact,” Re­mo said

    sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. Chi­un ig­nored him.




    “Point two. The killings in the truck are the work of a young man. Strength and skill

    with­out com­plete con­trol. I have un­doubt­ed­ly sur­prised the Dutch­man by com­ing up­on

    his is­land. He is not yet pre­pared to face me.”




    “I didn’t think he’d be much of a threat–“




    “Point three. This is an as­sas­sin of re­mark­able tal­ent. Re­mem­ber, our last

    con­fronta­tion with Nui­hc was years ago. This boy has trained him­self in the fin­er points

    of Sinan­ju. Mar­velous.” He shook his head in ad­mi­ra­tion.




    Re­mo red­dened. “You sound like you’d rather adopt him than kill him.”




    “It is al­ways ter­ri­ble to de­stroy some­thing of worth,” Chi­un said. “A fine as­sas­sin.

    From good stock, prob­ably, not some rub­bish of the streets.”




    They neared the en­trance to the com­pound’s elec­tric fence. Chi­un hand­ed Re­mo the

    met­al-​band­ed card. “Oh, to train a tal­ent such as his. To nur­ture such enor­mous abil­ity

    in one so young.” Chi­un’s eyes took on a far­away look.




    “I don’t think he’s so hot,” Re­mo said.




    “He has tremen­dous self-​dis­ci­pline.”




    “His moth­er wears com­bat boots.” Re­mo jabbed the card in­to the slot and kicked at the

    gate.




    The shock shot him twen­ty feet back­ward. Re­mo sat up on the ground with his scalp

    tin­gling and his ears ring­ing. He ap­proached the fence again, hold­ing his hands a frac­tion

    of an inch away from the wire mesh. The hairs on his arms stood on end, and the fence emit­ted

    a low, con­tin­uous hum.




    “The pow­er’s still on,” Re­mo said. He slid the card in and out of the slot. “Some­thing’s

    gone wrong.”




    There was an­oth­er sound, a soft, zip­ping elec­tron­ic noise. Re­mo and Chi­un both turned

    in time to see a met­al pan­el slide open in the cor­ner of the fence. Be­hind the pan­el

    pro­trud­ed a black six-​foot cube with a re­frig­er­ation mo­tor at­tached. Out of the box

    slith­ered a nine-​foot python.




    “Your Dutch­man’s a re­al prince, all right,” Re­mo said.




    Four more snakes, sick­ly-​white co­bras, sped out of the box. They raced unerring­ly

    to­ward the two men.




    “Give me the white card,” Chi­un said soft­ly. He took it be­tween two fin­gers and snapped

    it to­ward the co­bras. One of the white snakes split in half, its tail danc­ing on the ground.

    The oth­er co­bras lunged at its head, their fangs, ex­posed and drip­ping. “Now get us out of

    here,” Chi­un whis­pered.




    “Why do I al­ways get the hard part?” Re­mo mut­tered. He looked around. The bam­boo pole he

    had used to vault over the fence was on the oth­er side. There was noth­ing mov­able in the

    truck­ing area ex­cept trucks.




    A truck. It was bulky, but it would have to do. Re­mo ran in a quick zigzag pat­tern to one

    of the in­ert truck bod­ies. The gi­ant python no­ticed the move­ment and fol­lowed the same

    me­an­der­ing route. Re­mo knew he had to work fast. With the snake close be­hind, he wouldn’t

    have time to drag the un­wheeled truck over to the fence. He would have to trans­port it in an

    in­stant, be­fore the python had time to get a grip on his limbs and crush them like

    cob­webs.




    At the far end of the fence, Chi­un raced back and forth at dizzy­ing speed. The three

    re­main­ing co­bras fol­lowed him with their dolls’ eyes, hyp­no­tized, their necks dis­tend­ed

    with ven­om.




    There was no way to move the truck body. Re­mo’s mind raced. What hap­pened nor­mal­ly when

    they had to be moved? Well, first they had to be… He slapped his fore­head. Of course! How

    could he be so stupid? They had to be lift­ed. He ran to­ward the com­pound’s one build­ing. On

    the far side he found what he was look­ing for. A crane.




    He eased in the throt­tle, and the great ma­chine be­gan to inch for­ward. Ahead, he could

    see Chi­un still sur­round­ed by co­bras, his back to the fence. The levers to Re­mo’s right

    con­trolled the move­ments of the crane. It dipped and rose and swung ex­per­imen­tal­ly as he

    tried them all out, head­ing faster now to­ward the high-​volt­age wire.




    Then his vi­sion was all but oblit­er­at­ed by the shiny, sleek body of the python as it

    draped it­self over the wind­screen, its rep­til­ian head search­ing for him.




    Re­mo fought back the im­pulse to re­move the snake then and there. The crane had to get

    close enough to Chi­un to lift him out of dan­ger, and Chi­un’s luck with the dazed co­bras

    would last on­ly as long as he kept up his ex­haust­ing speed. But with the python cov­er­ing

    Re­mo’s line of sight in the cab, the crane could scrape the fence and force an elec­tric

    charge big enough to ex­plode both the crane and its driv­er.




    He pressed for­ward. “Tell me when to stop,” he yelled. He ma­neu­vered the crane up­ward.

    Its chain swung wild­ly. Al­though he couldn’t see it, Re­mo knew that the hook at the end of

    the chain was sus­pend­ed some­where near Chi­un’s head. If he came too close, Chi­un would be

    im­paled at about the same time Re­mo be­gan to fry.




    “Clos­er?” Re­mo shout­ed.




    There was no an­swer. The ma­chine moved for­ward. The snake on the crane’s wind­shield

    slith­ered in­to the cab and wrapped it­self around Re­mo’s leg.




    “Halt!” Chi­un yelled.




    With all the dis­ci­pline he could muster, Re­mo shut down the throt­tle as the python

    hissed it­self in­to a huge coil from his an­kle to his thigh.




    Chi­un leaped high in­to the air, light­ing on the hook of the crane’s chain. At the

    in­stant he moved, the hyp­no­tized co­bras lunged at the spot where Chi­un had been. Their

    fangs grasped the met­al fence in a grip of death as their bod­ies jig­gled and waved like

    rib­bons in the breeze. The doll eyes turned milky white, their bod­ies charred and black­ened

    in sec­onds. Still they hung on­to the dead­ly steel wire, their jaws lodged in the mesh.




    “Move this over the fence,” Chi­un de­mand­ed. “Climb up here.”




    Sweat poured from Re­mo’s brow. He slammed his fists in­to the python’s rub­bery body. With

    each blow, the snake coiled more tight­ly. His foot was al­ready throb­bing and numb. If he

    could on­ly get to its head… But the snake’s head was tucked se­cure­ly be­neath Re­mo’s thigh,

    inch­ing to­ward his groin.




    “Re­mo!”




    Get… Chi­un… out, Re­mo told him­self. He would deal with the snake when he could. He raised

    the crane and swung it over the fence. Chi­un rode the hook to the far side of the com­pound,

    then jumped off, his robes bil­low­ing gai­ly. He was safe.




    Re­mo rolled out of the cab on­to the ground, the python around his leg shift­ing at

    light­ning speed to en­ve­lope his en­tire body. Now, Re­mo said to him­self as the snake’s

    head dart­ed in front of him. Now. He grabbed the knob with both hands and twist­ed vi­olent­ly

    to smash it on the ground. The coils loos­ened sud­den­ly. Re­mo pulled him­self free, his leg

    still pound­ing, and limped to the base of the crane.




    The snake periscoped its head un­even­ly. A shud­der ran through its tun­nel body. It

    con­vulsed once, then lay still.




    At the top of the crane, Re­mo pulled his hurt leg up close to his tor­so and vault­ed in a

    triple som­er­sault to the sandy earth be­low. Ly­ing qui­et­ly where he land­ed, he smelled

    some­thing ripe and burn­ing. He turned to­ward the fence. The three siz­zling co­bras were

    turn­ing in­to smok­ing skele­tons, their flesh burned to ash­es.




    “Very slow,” Chi­un clucked above him. “I do not un­der­stand. I am the one sur­round­ed by

    snakes. I am the one in mor­tal dan­ger. You had on­ly to op­er­ate that ridicu­lous

    pre­his­toric ma­chine. And yet you daw­dle com­ing over the fence. You lie here, feign­ing

    ex­haus­tion. One would think you had been the one to con­front death.” His jaw snapped

    an­gri­ly.




    “I’ve got to rest a minute,” Re­mo said, winc­ing. The feel­ing was com­ing back in­to his

    dam­aged leg. He tried to squeeze his toes to­geth­er. His mus­cles cramped

    spas­mod­ical­ly.




    “I shud­der to think what would have hap­pened if a snake had come af­ter you.” Chi­un

    snort­ed tri­umphant­ly. “You are grow­ing soft, Re­mo. But per­haps it is not your fault.

    Per­haps your train­ing be­gan too late. Per­haps your nat­ural abil­ity is lim­it­ed.”




    “Per­haps you piss me off, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Now, with the Dutch­man. Ah, there is a pupil. Young, pow­er­ful, in­tel­li­gent–“




    “He just tried to mur­der you.”




    “And would have suc­ceed­ed, were it not for my un­can­ny tim­ing and quick re­flex­es.”




    “Thanks. Glad to know I could be of help.”




    “Do you think that if the Dutch­man were in your place now he would be rest­ing sloth­ful­ly

    on the grass? Nev­er. He would be in­quir­ing as to my well-​be­ing. He would be con­cerned

    over any pos­si­ble in­jury to my per­son. He would…”




    “He would try to kill you again,” Re­mo said dis­gust­ed­ly. “Can it, Chi­un. Let’s go.” He

    pulled him­self shak­ily to his feet and limped along­side Chi­un.




    “He would not be un­grate­ful and in­con­sid­er­ate, like some pupils of low tal­ent.”




    Re­mo clenched his teeth to­geth­er. “Look, if you think I’m so in­fe­ri­or to that

    mur­der­ing ma­ni­ac, why don’t you just team up with him and leave me alone?”




    Chi­un’s eyes glis­tened. “Re­al­ly? Do you mean that, Re­mo?” he asked hope­ful­ly.




    Re­mo stopped walk­ing. “Sure, if that’s what you want. No­body said you were stuck with me

    for life.” He spoke qui­et­ly. Any loud­er and he might not have been able to con­trol the

    wob­ble in his voice.




    Hes­itant­ly Chi­un smiled, then nod­ded. “Per­haps I shall speak with him,” he said. “I

    hope you are not of­fend­ed.”




    Re­mo waved him away.




    “Very well,” Chi­un said, ob­vi­ous­ly pleased. He took a cou­ple of steps back­ward, away

    from Re­mo.




    “Chi­un?”




    “Yes?”




    “I did fight with a snake back there. The python.”




    Chi­un smiled. “Of course,” he said. “But you are a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. A snake is but a

    snake.” Chi­un turned and walked away to­ward the cas­tle on Dev­il’s Moun­tain. He bounced

    mer­ri­ly as he walked, his blue cer­emo­ni­al robe flut­ter­ing gai­ly in the breeze. “Still.

    Think of it. The Dutch­man. Some­one train­able, at last. I will re­mem­ber you fond­ly,

    Re­mo.”




    “Blow it out your ears, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said as Chi­un walked out of his life.




    Re­mo sat on the ground.




    “Train­able,” he mut­tered. Chi­un was climb­ing Dev­il’s Moun­tain, grow­ing small in the

    dis­tance. The in­grate. Chi­un knew what Re­mo was go­ing through with that nine-​foot

    peo­ple-​crush­er, and didn’t even have a good word for him af­ter­ward. And now the old

    bean­bag was skip­ping straight in­to the clutch­es of a mad­man who was out to kill them both.

    Just be­cause the Dutch­man kept his el­bow straight. Well, fine. If that was how Chi­un

    want­ed it, that was just fine with Re­mo. He would sit in his spot by the sea till flow­ers

    bloomed out his ears, and af­ter the Dutch­man had sprung his in­evitable trap on Chi­un, Re­mo

    would go up to the white cas­tle to pick up the pieces. Fine. Just fine. Ab­so­lute­ly

    fine.




    With a sigh, he stood up and sham­bled off to­ward Dev­il’s Moun­tain. It didn’t mat­ter how

    Chi­un felt about him. He need­ed Re­mo, whether he knew it or not, and Re­mo would be

    there.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    Pierre LeFevre drummed his fin­gers on the an­tique ma­hogany arm of the room’s lone chair.

    The stark­ness of the cas­tle sur­prised him at first. Each dark cham­ber he passed through on

    his way to the Dutch­man was as bare and cold as a dun­geon, fur­nished with a dun­geon’s

    sparse ameni­ties.




    He shift­ed ner­vous­ly in his seat, catch­ing the acrid scent of his own fear-​soured

    sweat. Be­yond, in a glass-​en­closed room vis­ible through a slight­ly open door, the

    Dutch­man peered through a long white tele­scope at the ship­yard far be­low. He closed the

    eye­piece and came in­to the an­te­room where Pierre wait­ed for his re­ward.




    “You were quite right,” the Dutch­man drawled soft­ly, brush­ing back his thick blond hair

    with sen­si­tive hands. “There were two men in the ship­yard, al­though I can’t imag­ine what

    they were do­ing there. The trucks don’t even have wheels on them, you know.” He looked to

    Pierre to see if he could de­tect a hint of con­spir­acy. Did the black man know more than he

    said? Had the bod­ies in the truck been found by peo­ple oth­er than Re­mo and Chi­un? Had the

    au­thor­ities been no­ti­fied? But Pierre said noth­ing and on­ly stared at the car­pet. No,

    the Dutch­man de­cid­ed. He’s not with them. He’s too scared.




    The Dutch­man couldn’t let him live, of course. He wouldn’t tell Pierre that Chi­un was, at

    that mo­ment, climb­ing alone up Dev­il’s Moun­tain. He wouldn’t re­veal that Chi­un and Re­mo

    had some­how killed all five snakes in the com­pound. The two of them were clev­er­er than

    ev­er the Mas­ter had told the Dutch­man. But the old man was alone now. Alone he would do

    com­bat with the Dutch­man. And alone the old man would die.




    The Dutch­man held out the scrap of pa­per on which Pierre had writ­ten the ad­dress of the

    vil­la. “This is where they’re stay­ing, you say?”




    Pierre tried to speak, but his throat felt as if it were stuffed with cot­ton. He nod­ded

    mute­ly, his eyes wide and bulging. Lordie, what a mis­take. Some­thing was wrong in this

    place. It was cold here, and too still. It re­mind­ed him of old Mr. Potts’s mau­soleum in the

    ceme­tery, where Pierre and his cousin had bro­ken in when they were boys. Cold and stale and

    mo­tion­less, like the Dutch­man him­self. He was like a ghost, that one, dressed in white and

    mov­ing and talk­ing, but dead all the same.




    Pierre avoid­ed the ice-​blue eyes as the Dutch­man eased him­self lan­guid­ly to­ward

    an­oth­er door. He walked like a cat, Pierre no­ticed. Not a sound, not a rip­ple in the white

    satin smok­ing jack­et he wore. He ges­tured with his hands. An olive-​skinned ser­vant came in

    silent­ly car­ry­ing a sil­ver tray with a bot­tle and a glass.




    “Sher­ry, Mr. LeFevre?” the Dutch­man asked. “I’m afraid I can’t join you, but I’m told it’s

    very good.”




    “N-​n-​n-​n–” Speech had long since left Pierre.




    “No? Very well. I thought it might warm you. Af­ter all, it’s quite cold out­side.”




    Pierre man­aged a lop­sid­ed grin. Cold? It was eighty-​five in the shade.




    “Don’t you feel it?”




    Who was this honky kid­ding? Good thing the Dutch­man wasn’t drink­ing. That boy had to be

    nut­ti­er than Fa­bi­enne’s old man was the day he flew off East­er Cliff. Then again, there

    was a def­inite chill in the air.




    “You’re shiv­er­ing. Would you like a sweater?”




    Pierre shook his head em­phat­ical­ly. This nig­ger cut­ting out of here like a jet en­gine,

    man. He skit­tered to­ward the door­way. How he would find his way out of the cas­tle was

    an­oth­er sto­ry, but… Je­sus, it was freez­ing!




    “Be­fore you go, I’d like to pay you for your trou­ble,” the Dutch­man said. He reached

    in­to the pock­et of his smok­ing jack­et and pulled out two hun­dred-​dol­lar bills.

    Ten­ta­tive­ly, Pierre ac­cept­ed them. He screamed once, and they dropped flut­ter­ing to the

    floor. They were like slabs of ice. The Dutch­man cocked his head, amused, as Pierre bolt­ed

    down the cor­ri­dors of the cas­tle.




    He rubbed the goose­flesh on his arms as he bar­reled down one dark hall­way af­ter

    an­oth­er. His breath came in ghost­ly clouds. He’d seen movies of peo­ple breath­ing in the

    cold, their breath misty and white, but this was the Caribbean. No­body was cold here. That was

    the deal, wasn’t it, God? No mon­ey, but no ici­cles ei­ther. Oh, Lordie, he should nev­er have

    stolen the Jeep. He should nev­er have come to the cas­tle. Him what looks on the gold­en boy

    of Dev­il’s Moun­tain… Moth­er, he was go­ing to lose his mind, just like old Soubise. Once he

    got out of this hell­hole, he was go­ing to lock him­self up in his room for five days with a

    gal­lon of Potts Rum, just to make sure he wouldn’t, in his mad­ness, go sail­ing off to out­er

    space.




    Far off, he heard the dis­tant creak­ing of a door. That had to be the front en­trance. He

    re­mem­bered the front door to the cas­tle, two huge, me­dieval slabs bolt­ed to­geth­er with

    iron, over­look­ing a bridge across the cas­tle’s moat.




    When he reached it, the door stood open. Pierre gasped at the sight out­side. An ice storm

    was blow­ing with the strength of a hur­ri­cane, the shriv­eled palm trees bent over at

    90-de­gree an­gles. Their leaves crack­led and slapped to­geth­er, point­ing like the fin­gers

    of ban­shees down Dev­il’s Moun­tain.




    “Oh, Lord, no,” Pierre whis­pered. His eyes moist­ened. He felt the tears hard­en to ice on

    his skin. He stepped on­to the bridge, squat­ting low against the ter­ri­ble wind that seemed

    to come from the cas­tle loom­ing be­hind him. A gust of hail pulled up the thin fab­ric of his

    shirt and lashed at his back like bul­lets.




    Some­where down there was the Jeep, but the ice storm was too thick to see be­yond his nose.

    Some­where was…




    Some­one was com­ing.




    He could make out a dim out­line against the soupy hail. Who­ev­er it was had spot­ted

    him.




    “Pierre,” the voice called. It sound­ed odd­ly cheer­ful.




    “Here! I’m here!” He tried to run for­ward, but his legs had grown stiff and numb, and he

    tum­bled on­to his stom­ach. Oh, so tired. He tried to push him­self up from the ground. His

    fin­gers popped at the knuck­les. The skin on his hands cracked. The blood froze in­to brown

    crys­tals. “Over here,” he rasped. The man was run­ning. He would find him.




    Pierre closed his eyes to the wind. He would nev­er open them again.




    “Pierre?” Re­mo said, feel­ing for a pulse in the black man’s neck. There was none. He

    turned over the body. It was soaked with per­spi­ra­tion. Pierre must have been run­ning for

    some time in the swel­ter­ing af­ter­noon heat. Maybe his heart had giv­en out.




    He picked up one of Pierre’s hands. The skin had been bleed­ing, and the knuck­les were

    snapped. Was he tor­tured? Then he saw the fin­ger­nails. That was fun­ny. The skin be­neath

    them was blue.




    Blue? He looked over Pierre’s corpse again, notic­ing the dry, cracked skin, the sores

    around the eyes, the blue flesh be­neath the fin­ger­nails. It was in­sane.




    It was nine­ty de­grees out here. The palms drooped sul­len­ly from the heat. The wispy

    grass was dry and patched with brown.




    And Pierre LeFevre had frozen to death.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    In­side the cas­tle, the Dutch­man bowed low to his vis­itor. Chi­un re­turned the bow.




    “I am hon­ored with your pres­ence,” the young man said. “All my life have I wait­ed to meet

    you.”




    “It sad­dens me to meet you,” the old Ori­en­tal said. “Your work is most promis­ing. This

    meet­ing brings me no joy.”




    “Why?”




    “You know why. I have come to kill you,” Chi­un said.




    “And I was born to kill you, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    The two men nod­ded again to each oth­er, and the Dutch­man led Chi­un to an airy,

    well-​fur­nished room bound­ed on three sides by im­mense French win­dows that led to wide

    bal­conies where or­chids of ev­ery col­or grew. “This is the on­ly com­fort­able room in the

    cas­tle,” the Dutch­man said. “I thought per­haps we could talk for a mo­ment be­fore

    be­gin­ning. I have want­ed to ask you many ques­tions over the years.” The pale eyes were

    search­ing and hum­ble.




    “You may ask, but I can­not in a few mo­ments teach you the true way. Not af­ter you have

    spent a life­time em­brac­ing false­hood,” Chi­un said sim­ply.




    “The Mas­ter Nui­hc was not false!” The Dutch­man rose an­gri­ly, his cheeks aflame. “He

    saved me from dis­as­ter.”




    “So he could lead you in­to a dark tun­nel from which there is no es­cape, and even more

    cer­tain dis­as­ter.”




    “That’s enough!” In a high cor­ner of the room, a paint­ed lamp ex­plod­ed in­to sparkles of

    glass. Chi­un watched it break and splin­ter, un­touched. He looked at the Dutch­man.




    “You were wise to come alone,” the young man said.




    “This con­cerns me and you. Not my son.”




    The Dutch­man’s face was dark with fury. “Your son! In the same way that Re­mo is your son,

    so was Nui­hc a fa­ther to me. You de­stroyed that fa­ther.”




    “He was an evil force that sought on­ly per­son­al gain. Nui­hc cared noth­ing…”




    There was an ag­itat­ed knock on the door. Sanchez burst in, ges­tur­ing wild­ly.




    “What?” the Dutch­man growled. “He is here?”




    The mute point­ed to­ward an east­ern-​fac­ing win­dow. Chi­un stepped over to it. On the

    path be­low, Re­mo was climb­ing up Dev­il’s Moun­tain.




    “No,” Chi­un called. “Go back, Re­mo!”




    Re­mo looked up, mak­ing no ac­knowl­edg­ment that he had seen Chi­un, then con­tin­ued his

    march up the hill.




    The Dutch­man’s jaw worked ner­vous­ly. “He has come to help you,” he said, amazed.




    “Go away. I don’t want you. I told you I was fin­ished with you, white thing.”




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer.




    “Do not open the gates to him. Send him away,” Chi­un plead­ed. “He has no part in this.

    Leave him alone.”




    “He is a true son,” the Dutch­man said, his voice heavy with sad­ness. “Clear­ly you have

    tried to turn him from you to keep him from dan­ger. But he would die for you. And so he

    will.”




    The draw­bridge low­ered over the fetid, murky green wa­ter of the moat. As the enor­mous

    oak doors opened, Re­mo glimpsed a dou­ble file of beau­ti­ful wom­en stand­ing at at­ten­tion

    in­side.




    “Hel­lo, ladies,” he said pleas­ant­ly. The girls de­voured him with their eyes.




    At the end of the line, the mute came for­ward and led him up a long, curv­ing stair­case to

    the room where Chi­un wait­ed with the Dutch­man. Re­mo and the Dutch­man stood look­ing at

    each oth­er.




    “I’m Re­mo.”




    “I am Jeremi­ah Pur­cell.” Nei­ther of­fered a hand­shake.




    “Why have you come?” Chi­un asked in an­guish.




    Re­mo looked at the old man for a mo­ment be­fore speak­ing. “I thought you might need me,”

    he said.




    The Dutch­man flushed again. “We were just hav­ing a chat. Would you care for some tea? I

    know you don’t drink.”




    Re­mo start­ed to shake his head, but Chi­un said, “I would like some tea.”




    “Very well.” He ges­tured to Sanchez, who stood by the door, and the mute dis­ap­peared. In

    a few mo­ments he reap­peared with a lac­quer tray bear­ing three Ko­re­an porce­lain cups and

    a teapot made of red clay. Re­mo sat down.




    “That is from Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said, eye­ing the teapot.




    “It was a gift from my fa­ther,” the Dutch­man an­swered. He added qui­et­ly, “That is, I

    found it here.”




    “Was that Nui­hc?”




    “You seem sur­prised. Did you think you were the on­ly per­son in the world to in­her­it the

    teach­ings of Sinan­ju?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said. “That’s what I was told. I was told a lot of things. But that wasn’t

    what sur­prised me. You called him Fa­ther. Nui­hc didn’t strike me as the fa­ther­ly kind,

    that’s all.”




    The Dutch­man poured the tea and passed the tiny un­han­dled cups to Re­mo and Chi­un. “He

    was not, per­haps, the im­age of a fa­ther one would hold. He was a… stern man.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un ex­changed glances.




    “But he saved me from a life of im­pris­on­ment and scruti­ny. You see, I am no or­di­nary

    as­sas­sin.”




    “No,” Re­mo said, “Nui­hc was a ba­boon, so you’re the son of a ba­boon.”




    Pur­cell sipped his tea. At the mo­ment when he low­ered his eyes, Chi­un hurled his teacup,

    still full of steam­ing liq­uid, to­ward him. The Dutch­man reached up lazi­ly and caught it

    just in front of his face, care­ful not to spill a drop.




    “As I was say­ing, I am no or­di­nary as­sas­sin. And not a ba­boon. You will not de­feat me

    by sur­prise, Chi­un.” He hand­ed the cup back to him gen­tly with both hands.




    Chi­un said calm­ly, “Apolo­gies for the rude­ness.”




    “Quite all right. I would have done the same my­self if I were not cer­tain you would catch

    the cup.”




    “This is so sweet,” Re­mo said, “that you’re both mak­ing me sick.”




    “How old are you, my son?” Chi­un asked the Dutch­man. Re­mo flinched at the words.




    “I am twen­ty-​four years old. I was not to do bat­tle with you un­til my twen­ty-​fifth

    year, but cir­cum­stances…” He shrugged.




    “You are not ready,” Chi­un said.




    The Dutch­man set his teacup down. “I am ready. The Mas­ter’s will has brought you to me,

    and I will avenge him.”




    “Hi ho, Sil­ver,” Re­mo said. “You for­get, pal. There are two of us.”




    The Dutch­man smiled. “But you don’t count,” he said. “I may come to this con­fronta­tion a

    year be­fore my time, but Chi­un is many ages past his. He is a has-​been. You, on the oth­er

    hand, are a nev­er-​was.”




    Re­mo stood up.




    “Stop, stop,” Chi­un said. “We have no time for in­sults, and no en­er­gy to spare. There is

    no need for any of us to die sweaty. I wish to know about you, Jeremi­ah.”




    Re­mo walked to the win­dows and gazed out at the bal­conies and the ter­raced lawns be­low

    as the Dutch­man told Chi­un about the farm, his par­ents, the in­ci­dent with the pig, the day

    on the train. Re­mo agreed en­vi­ous­ly that it had been an ex­traor­di­nary life. Maybe

    spring­ing full-​grown in­to the train­ing of Sinan­ju, as Re­mo had done af­ter years of

    dis­si­pa­tion, couldn’t stand up to the kind of train­ing the Dutch­man had had– year af­ter

    year of strict study since child­hood. And Chi­un, for all his nag­ging per­fec­tion­ism, had

    al­lowed Re­mo to make mis­takes. His bent el­bow, for one. Nui­hc would have al­lowed no

    mis­takes.




    No won­der Chi­un thought the Dutch­man was such a prize. He was per­fect, the prick. Re­mo

    be­gan to feel the loose stir­rings of self-​doubt.




    “He sent me to school in Switzer­land,” the Dutch­man was say­ing. “I was good in

    lan­guages. At times I thought I might grad­uate like any oth­er stu­dent and work as a

    trans­la­tor. I think I might have liked that.” For a mo­ment, the icy eyes thawed,

    re­mem­ber­ing a time long gone when hope was still some­thing that be­longed to ev­ery­one,

    even the Dutch­man.




    “And?” Chi­un asked.




    The eyes re­treat­ed be­hind their glacial façade again. “It was not my des­tiny,” he said.

    “The school found out about my un­usu­al abil­ities.”




    “The ex­plod­ing lamp?” Chi­un asked.




    He nod­ded.




    “What about Pierre?” Re­mo asked from the win­dows. “He froze to death. In this

    weath­er.”




    “Some­times it’s hard for me to con­trol this…this thing.” Pur­cell looked apolo­get­ical­ly

    at the old man. “I won’t use it with you, though. We’ll fight fair­ly.”




    “Let Pierre tell you how fair he is,” Re­mo said.




    The Dutch­man pre­tend­ed not to hear. “When the school found out, they put me in a spe­cial

    room with no ex­its, and they brought in a team of doc­tors and sci­en­tists to poke and probe

    at me. They nev­er let me rest, al­ways stick­ing me with nee­dles and try­ing drugs on

    me.”




    “Poor lit­tle stinkums,” Re­mo said. “They just wouldn’t let you kill peo­ple in peace, like

    all the oth­er homi­ci­dal ma­ni­acs.”




    The Dutch­man col­ored deeply, but con­tin­ued. “Af­ter six months, I man­aged to es­cape

    dur­ing one of my su­per­vised out­ings. I ran for the com­mu­ni­ca­tions of­fice and sig­naled

    Nui­hc in Lis­bon. Two days lat­er he ar­rived and de­mol­ished the place. There’s no trace of

    the school now. Then he brought me here, to train. And wait for you. He hat­ed and feared you,

    you know. I nev­er saw him again.”




    Chi­un put down his teacup with a sil­very tin­kle. “I nev­er knew Nui­hc had adopt­ed an

    heir. And why? He held no ties to any­one, as far as I knew.”




    The Dutch­man stooped slight­ly. “I don’t think I was his heir. You see, he nev­er

    ex­pect­ed to die. But he want­ed a part­ner with my men­tal abil­ities. That was why he

    trained me. In the end, he wasn’t able to use me.”




    “I sup­pose you know what Nui­hc would have done to you once your use­ful­ness got in his

    way,” Re­mo said.




    “You swine!” The Dutch­man moved his arm in a sweep­ing arc. Re­mo felt a hun­dred knives

    come crash­ing in on his bad leg where the python had crushed it. He buck­led, gasp­ing, to the

    floor.




    “You gave your word,” Chi­un spat, rush­ing over to Re­mo.




    “To you. To you alone. Not to un­trained ver­min like him.”




    “Our talk is fin­ished,” the old man said. He cra­dled Re­mo’s head in his hands.




    “I’m all right,” Re­mo said be­tween clenched teeth. “Don’t fight him with­out me.”




    Chi­un whis­pered soft­ly in­to Re­mo’s ear. “I must. That was why I left you at the

    ship­yard. He is too much for you. I have trained your body, but his weapon is his mind. He

    promis­es not to use his pow­er, but he can­not keep that promise, be­cause Nui­hc, in all his

    teach­ing, did not teach him right from wrong. We must not al­low him to kill us both at once,

    Re­mo. If he kills me, then you must fight him. Not be­fore.”




    “I can’t let that hap­pen,” Re­mo groaned.




    “I hope I have taught you right from wrong,” Chi­un said. “Obey me, for the good of us

    both.” He stood.




    The Dutch­man nod­ded to Sanchez. The mute helped Re­mo off the floor and led him, limp­ing,

    down a long cor­ri­dor. Re­mo looked back. Chi­un was watch­ing him silent­ly. When Re­mo was

    out of sight, Chi­un spoke.




    “You call Nui­hc your fa­ther. Did he ev­er re­fer to you as his son?”




    The Dutch­man looked at him sharply. “What gives you the right to ask such a ques­tion?”




    “As I thought. And so, when I say that Re­mo is my son and that I love him, does that make

    you wish to harm him?”




    “He is noth­ing. Noth­ing com­pared with me.”




    “And still no one will call you ’son.’ ” The hazel eyes shone with pity. “You could have

    been fine, Jeremi­ah Pur­cell. But now you will be dead. Fa­ther­less and dead.”




    The Dutch­man stood stock still, his breath­ing heavy. Work­ing to keep his face

    ex­pres­sion­less, he point­ed to the four cor­ners of the room. As if com­mand­ed, a thick fog

    in­ex­pli­ca­bly rolled in from the cor­ners. It cov­ered the floor and curled its way up the

    walls. “Poi­son gas,” he hissed.




    “Nui­hc taught you well in his skills of ly­ing and treach­ery. You can­not keep your word,

    can you? So im­por­tant is it that I see your pow­er and your worth.” He shook his head

    sad­ly.




    “I keep my word to kill you,” the Dutch­man an­swered. “Come out­side and fight, or die here

    like a cow­ard. Our mo­ment has come, old man.” He threw open the French win­dows and leaped to

    the bal­cony, then to the lawn be­low.




    It is il­lu­sion, Chi­un told him­self as the room ca­reened around, the air chok­ing him.

    The old man crawled out the win­dow to the bal­cony and bal­anced on the rail. Be­low, the

    ter­raced gar­dens tilt­ed crazi­ly, the ef­fects of the Dutch­man’s con­jured poi­son still

    thick in Chi­un’s body. Good, the Ori­en­tal said to him­self. He has shown me his

    ca­pa­bil­ities. I un­der­stand the en­emy. Now I can fight him.




    Rest, Re­mo, my son. Your time with him may soon come.




    On the rail­ing of the bal­cony, Chi­un drained his lungs of the poi­son gas and filled them

    with clean air. He slowed his heart­beat.




    The Dutch­man wait­ed be­low, his pale eyes glow­ing with an­tic­ipa­tion and fear. He was

    go­ing to do com­bat with the an­cient Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The end was com­ing, one way or the

    oth­er. Blessed end to a life no one should have to live.




    “I am your des­tiny, Chi­un,” the Dutch­man said qui­et­ly. “Come do bat­tle with the

    spir­it of the dread Mas­ter Nui­hc.”




    Chi­un stepped off the rail­ing.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    Al­ber­to Vit­torel­li lay un­con­scious on a cot in the ship’s in­fir­mary, cov­ered by an

    oxy­gen tent brought by two Dutch is­land doc­tors. Dr. Caswell in­struct­ed the nurs­es to

    watch the makeshift mon­itors close­ly as the ship’s crew pre­pared the is­land’s am­bu­lance

    speed­boat for de­par­ture.




    It was five P.M. Caswell was numb with fa­tigue. Not since his days as a medic in the

    Pa­cif­ic dur­ing World War Two had he been called on to treat a pa­tient for shock,

    third-​de­gree burns, an am­pu­tat­ed limb, and mas­sive in­fec­tion all at the same time. As

    the two Dutch G.P.’s slapped him weari­ly on the back in con­grat­ula­tions, he felt a surge of

    grat­itude for the train­ing of those wartime years.




    He had been plan­ning to re­tire in a few months. The cushy cruise ship job was Caswell’s

    last stab at a youth long de­part­ed. It hadn’t turned the trick for him: age and de­feat, he

    dis­cov­ered, crept up on him in the mid­dle of the Caribbean as eas­ily as they did any­where

    else. But just when he had be­gun to give in to time, when the am­bi­tion and fer­vor of a

    young sur­geon seemed a thou­sand years past, Al­ber­to Vit­torel­li came, burned and

    mu­ti­lat­ed, in­to his hands. And with those hands Caswell had healed again. Vit­torel­li was

    alive.




    It had all been worth it, af­ter all.




    He stripped off his sweat-​soaked sur­gi­cal gown and stepped out­side the in­fir­mary. On

    deck, the cap­tain paced, his youth­ful face twist­ed in­to a scowl.




    “We’re fin­ished, Cap­tain,” Caswell said. “We’ll have him on the speed­boat in twen­ty

    min­utes.”




    “Nine hours,” the cap­tain roared. “Do you re­al­ize what this means to my sched­ule? The

    pas­sen­gers can for­get Ja­maica. We’ll have so many re­ports to fill out, we won’t see

    day­light for six weeks. Your com­mis­sion is shot, by the way. This kind of de­lay is

    in­ex­cus­able.”




    “This kind of de­lay saved a man’s life,” the doc­tor said qui­et­ly.




    “He’ll prob­ably die in the hos­pi­tal any­way,” the cap­tain mut­tered. He strode away.




    Be­fore he knew what he was do­ing, Caswell heard his own voice shout­ing, “Just a minute,

    you pompous ass.”




    The cap­tain stopped abrupt­ly and whirled around. “What did you call me, mis­ter?”




    “It’s ‘Doc­tor.’ I am a doc­tor, a fine doc­tor at that, and you are an id­iot with

    sar­dines for brains. How dare you pre­sume that your pre­cious sched­ules are more im­por­tant

    than one breath from Al­ber­to Vit­torel­li’s man­gled body? How dare you speak to me of

    los­ing a day in Ja­maica when in that in­fir­mary a man is alive who would sure­ly be dead if

    it weren’t for nine hours of my work?”




    The cap­tain’s eyes nar­rowed. “Why, you un­grate­ful rum dum! I’ll see that you nev­er work

    an­oth­er ship again.”




    “Won­der­ful!” Caswell laughed mer­ri­ly. “No more stick­ing tongue de­pres­sors down the

    throats of lone­ly old wid­ows. No longer the dis­penser of sea­sick­ness pills.” He looked at

    his hands. “I am a sur­geon, Cap­tain,” he said proud­ly. “I have bet­ter things to do be­fore

    I die than work for you.”




    “Then you’ll do them on that is­land, you stupid old loon,” the cap­tain said, point­ing to

    Sint Maarten. “I’m or­der­ing you off my ship im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “May I say it’s the most in­tel­li­gent or­der you’ve ev­er giv­en. And by the way,

    Vit­torel­li won’t die in the hos­pi­tal. Ill be there to make sure he stays alive. Re­mem­ber

    me– and men like me– when you’re dy­ing, Cap­tain.” He turned and walked back to his cab­in,

    where a suit­case and a new life wait­ed.




    The cap­tain sput­tered im­po­tent­ly. Then two wom­en pas­sen­gers strolled by, nod­ding

    and gig­gling, and the cap­tain re­sumed his mask of boy­ish con­fi­dence.




    He walked briskly to the ra­dio con­trol room. The op­er­ator, a swarthy Mediter­ranean, was

    eat­ing a sala­mi sand­wich. The air in the small room was redo­lent with gar­lic. We’ve been

    over­run by guineas, the cap­tain said to him­self, mak­ing a note to re­place all for­eign­ers

    on the ship’s crew with good En­glish­men. Ex­cept the cooks. If there’d been a de­cent meal to

    be had in Britain, he would nev­er have left for the sea in the first place.




    “Ra­dio St. Rose’s Hos­pi­tal,” he barked. The ra­dio op­er­ator lift­ed his head­set. “Tell

    them we’re bring­ing in the wound­ed man. Then pre­pare for de­par­ture.”




    The op­er­ator’s eyes widened. “He’s alive? Vit­torel­li’s alive?”




    “Yes, yes. Send the mes­sage. And air out this cab­in, in the name of the Queen.”




    “Yes, sir.” When the door closed be­hind the cap­tain, the ra­dio op­er­ator called in the

    glad tid­ings. There was a whoop at the oth­er end as the op­er­ator at St. Rose’s re­peat­ed

    the mes­sage to the staff.




    “Good work,” the St. Rose dis­patch­er said. “Get our doc­tors back here.”




    “Will do,” the ship’s op­er­ator be­gan to say, when a roar of stat­ic over the head­phones

    made him jump out of his seat.




    “Giuseppe Bat­tia­to?” a flat voice asked from the oth­er end of the trans­mis­sion. The

    Ital­ian crossed him­self. It was like the voice of fate, boom­ing and au­thor­ita­tive,

    call­ing him by name from an un­known source.




    “Y-​y-​y-​si?” the op­er­ator an­swered.




    “This is a scram­bled line,” the voice said. “No one on this fre­quen­cy can hear us. Do you

    still read me?”




    O Madre Dio. “I read you.”


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    Re­mo felt as if he were in a dream, float­ing. Soft white hands of wom­en ca­ressed him.

    Ea­ger lips brushed his face. He half fo­cused on the small stone cell with its barred win­dow,

    where he had been brought, scream­ing in pain, so long ago.




    The pain. His leg no longer hurt him. Fun­ny, the pain had been so bad be­fore. He was sure

    he’d passed out from it, but now he felt noth­ing.




    One of the girls, a volup­tuous blonde, found his tongue with hers as she weaved

    de­li­cious­ly in front of him. The oth­er girl, a brunette beau­ty, tack­led his belt buck­le

    with deft ex­per­tise.




    Sud­den­ly there was a loud whoosh­ing of air and a sharp crack. The blonde’s smile froze

    and van­ished as she fell back­ward, a met­al dart vi­brat­ing in her breast­bone. An­oth­er

    thwack, and the brunette slumped dead at Re­mo’s feet.




    He shook his head, un­be­liev­ing, and turned to look at the tiny prison win­dow be­hind

    him. Through the bars, he saw his house­keep­er’s fat face peer­ing hot­ly at him, a straw

    peashoot­er be­tween her lips.




    “Sidonie.”




    “Get up, fool. The old man need you. Get out of there.” She shift­ed her tremen­dous bulk in

    a rus­tle of skirts and pro­duced a length of iron pipe, which she low­ered halfway through the

    bars.




    “You push that way, I push this way. We bend the bars, you get out. Got it?”




    “Chi­un,” he groaned through the fog in his brain. The pipe fell to the floor.




    “Pick that up, boy,” Sidonie said, ir­ri­tat­ed. “I walk all the way to de Jeep for that.

    Now you help me use it to get you out, or I knock your block off with this peashoot­er, okay?

    It got poi­son on de end, so don’t try no fun­ny stuff.” She puffed her cheeks

    men­ac­ing­ly.




    Forc­ing him­self to alert­ness, Re­mo reached up to the bars on the win­dow and pulled them

    apart with his hands, then hoist­ed him­self through the open­ing.




    “Not bad, white boy,” Sidonie said, im­pressed. “Where Pierre? I still got his mon­ey. He

    come in that?” She point­ed to the aban­doned Jeep.




    “He did. He’s dead, Sidonie.”




    Her mouth turned down­ward. “That boy have no busi­ness com­ing to Dev­il’s Moun­tain,” she

    said. She wad­dled heav­ily in front of him.




    “How’d you get here?”




    “I can’t keep Fa­bi­enne in that house, Mr. Re­mo. Not and keep us both alive. They com­ing

    for her, the Dutch­man’s men. We leave, they come. I seen them. It bad, Mr. Re­mo.”




    “How’d you know we’d be here?”




    She smiled rue­ful­ly. “I be in the Re­sis­tance, boy. I know you ain’t no tourists. The

    Dutch­man, he some­thing fun­ny. He your busi­ness here, I fig­ure.”




    “Where’s Fa­bi­enne?”




    “I hide her out in these caves near here–“




    A scream pierced the air. “Dat her!” Sidonie puffed to­ward the brush. Fa­bi­enne screamed

    again.




    “Where is she? I can get there faster alone.”




    “Over there.” She point­ed to­ward a mole­hill of vol­canic pock­ets sprout­ing out of the

    earth be­neath a large al­mond tree. Re­mo ran to the mouth of the largest cave, which seemed

    to be con­nect­ed to the oth­ers.




    “Fa­bi­enne?”




    “Re­mo!” the girl shrieked be­low. There was a scuf­fle and an­oth­er scream, fol­lowed by a

    se­ries of un­in­tel­li­gi­ble grunts. Re­mo blinked to ad­just his eyes to the dark­ness as he

    de­scend­ed deep­er in­to the cave.




    In the dis­tance he saw the mute. “Get to the mouth of the cave!” he shout­ed to the girl.

    She scur­ried away.




    Deep in the dark­ness of the cave, Sanchez turned silent­ly to Re­mo, a knife flash­ing as

    he yanked it from be­tween his teeth and raised it above his head to lunge. Re­mo dodged him

    and ran even deep­er in­to an ob­scure chan­nel of the cave. The air was cool and still here.

    It re­mind­ed him of the Dutch­man’s cas­tle, ex­cept that there was no light at all, not even

    enough to catch the met­al of the mute’s knifeblade. It was pitch black. Even Re­mo’s trained

    night vi­sion was worth­less.




    He reached a hand up ex­per­imen­tal­ly. The ceil­ing was low. Long sta­lac­tites

    pro­trud­ed like ici­cles above him. He tried to find the walls by touch to lo­cate an av­enue

    of es­cape.




    Sud­den­ly the air split as the mute’s blade skimmed close by Re­mo’s chest. He backed off

    in­vol­un­tar­ily, break­ing off one of the sta­lac­tites with a crash. The blade lunged again.

    By in­stinct, Re­mo moved away from the sound a split sec­ond be­fore it would have struck

    him.




    An­oth­er arc of sound crashed near his left ear. He twist­ed to­ward it, bring­ing his foot

    up in a fe­ro­cious kick. It struck flesh. The mute snarled and brought the knife down over

    Re­mo’s neck, but it hit on­ly the hard cave earth be­low. Re­mo fol­lowed the sound of the

    knife strik­ing and scooped up the mute in both arms. Be­fore the writhing man in his arms

    could raise his weapon again, Re­mo thrust him to the ceil­ing, where a sta­lac­tite speared

    and held him like an in­sect on a pin.




    The mute emit­ted a low, gut­tural moan, his arms and legs stir­ring the dark air briefly,

    then was silent again. The air re­turned to still­ness.




    “Fa­bi­enne? It’s all right. Say some­thing. It’ll lead me to the en­trance.”




    “This way,” her voice called from far away, echo­ing through the emp­ty cham­bers of the

    caves.




    “Keep talk­ing.”




    “Over here, Re­mo.” The sound came from a dozen places at once. Over here, over here, over

    here.




    “Nev­er mind. I can’t tell where you are.” He thought for a mo­ment. “Fa­bi­enne, pick up

    two stones. The big­ger the bet­ter. Bring them to the dark mouth of the cave, away from the

    en­trance.”




    Af­ter a mo­ment, she spoke. “All right.” All right, all right, all right, the walls

    echoed.




    “Now hit the stones to­geth­er. Put one on the ground if you have to. Just keep

    hit­ting.”




    When his echo died down, he pitched his hear­ing low. Now he caught the cave’s se­cret

    sounds: the slow drip­ping of lime wa­ter in the sta­lac­tite cham­bers be­hind him, the

    beat­ing of dis­tant bats’ wings, soft as night. Si­lence, Chi­un had taught him, was nev­er

    silent if you lis­tened care­ful­ly enough. He fixed his hear­ing again, to an even more

    sen­si­tive lev­el.




    Now the air he had thought so still whirled and moaned like a desert storm around him. He

    stepped for­ward; his shoes squealed. He heard his heart thump­ing slow­ly, his blood gush­ing

    in­to his veins. Any sud­den loud noise now would have the same ef­fect on him as a sy­ringe

    full of stryc­ch­nine: his nerves would shat­ter and col­lapse from the shock. He didn’t dare

    en­large his hear­ing fur­ther. One lev­el low­er, and the sound of his own swal­low­ing would

    stop his heart.




    It was there. Far ahead and to the right: the soft chink of rock on rock. It echoed too, but

    the hard, metal­lic sound car­ried more pure­ly than a hu­man voice. He could trace its source.

    He fol­lowed it slow­ly, de­sen­si­tiz­ing his hear­ing as he inched his way to­ward the

    sound.




    “Re­mo?” It was a whis­per, but the sound was stun­ning. He breathed deeply and brought his

    hear­ing much clos­er to the sur­face.




    It was still there. Click. Pause. Click. It sound­ed fur­ther away than ev­er be­cause

    Re­mo’s hear­ing was al­most at nor­mal lev­el. He moved quick­ly to­ward it.




    At last he saw a tiny spark in the dis­tance, re­peat­ing with each strik­ing of the stones.

    A flash… an­oth­er. Soon he could see the out­line of the girl lift­ing the heavy stone.




    “You’re a doll,” Re­mo said. She wound her arms around him as he led her from the cave to

    the shade of the al­mond tree.




    “Wait here for me– or Sidonie, if I don’t come back,” he said.




    “Where are you go­ing?”




    “I’ve got to set­tle some un­fin­ished busi­ness.”


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    Giuseppe Bat­tia­to, the Cop­pelia’s ra­dio op­er­ator, was pool­ing all his spir­itu­al

    re­sources to keep from wet­ting his pants.




    Pu­ta, it was the pu­ta in Barcelona who did this. He should nev­er have mar­ried her.

    Al­ber­to was right: what busi­ness did a fa­ther of four have tak­ing a sec­ond wife be­fore

    he’d got­ten rid of the first? Live with her in Barcelona, Al­ber­to said. Sam­ple her hon­ey

    trea­sure. Life is short. But one wife is enough for any man.




    O stupi­do! He banged him­self square in the fore­head with his fist. Bigamy was a bad

    charge. Why hadn’t he lis­tened?




    “Are you there?” the dis­em­bod­ied voice in his head­phones called again. “Re­peat, do you

    read me?”




    “I read, I read,” Giuseppe an­swered dis­gust­ed­ly.




    “I need some in­for­ma­tion, Mr. Bat­tia­to.”




    He bet he did. The slut. How did she track him down to the mid­dle of the At­lantic Ocean?

    He heard his own breath seething be­tween his teeth. The moth­er­less whore. She had prob­ably

    called up Maria… No, the bitch still didn’t know how to use a tele­phone. She went to see her.

    God in heav­en, the streets of Naples were doubt­less run­ning with blood at this mo­ment.




    “Are you from the gov­ern­ment?” Bat­tia­to asked.




    “Yes. In a man­ner of speak­ing.”




    He knew it! And then the two bitch­es had gone to­geth­er to the polizia to de­mand his

    ar­rest. He would nev­er trust a wom­an again. How they would laugh when he was dragged off to

    prison! Hah! Giuseppe in shack­les. Well, he would tell them both that the cold steel of

    man­acles was more com­fort­ing than a wom­an’s treach­er­ous heart, that was for sure.




    “The wound­ed man on your ship, Al­ber­to Vit­torel­li–“




    “No!” Al­ber­to! Could it have been Al­ber­to? Cry­ing fleets of an­gels, did his best

    friend sic the au­thor­ities on him? He would kill the bas­tard, the slimy dog drop­ping; he

    would cut out his black heart with a burn­ing pok­er…




    “Is there a prob­lem? He’s still alive, isn’t he?”




    “He is alive,” Bat­tia­to rum­bled. But not for long. What was Al­ber­to do­ing with

    Francesca in Barcelona? The pig, rut­ting with his best friend’s… A thought crashed in on him.

    What if it wasn’t Barcelona? What if it was Naples? His wife. Maria, you cheat­ing bitch!




    “I kill him!” he roared.




    “I beg your par­don?”




    Giuseppe pulled him­self to­geth­er, wip­ing his face with the back of his hand. “So sor­ry,

    sig­nor. No prob­lem. What do you want?”




    They want my dick, that’s what they want. The three of them would take his man­hood, limp

    and gray af­ter years of prison, and throw it to the dogs on the street. That is what his

    mighty weapon is for, they would say. And poor Giuseppe would be at their mer­cy.




    Tears flood­ed down Bat­tia­to’s face. “Don’t lis­ten to them!” he cried. “They are a pack

    of filthy liars. On my moth­er’s saint­ed head, I swear–“




    “Mr. Bat­tia­to,” the flat voice broke in im­pa­tient­ly. “My busi­ness is rather ur­gent. I

    would ap­pre­ci­ate it if you would speak up. There seems to be some dif­fi­cul­ty.”




    “All right,” Giuseppe sobbed. “I come in­to port.” He would come in with a knife in his

    sleeve. He would fight them to the death.




    “That won’t be nec­es­sary. Just stay on the line.”




    There was a se­ries of elec­tron­ic poops and squeals. Then the voice said, “Do you read me

    now?”




    “I read you.” He would get even. One night, a lit­tle ground glass in the man­icot­ti.




    “I want you to find out how Mr. Vit­torel­li was in­jured.”




    “What?”




    The voice be­gan to re­peat. Bat­tia­to in­ter­rupt­ed it. “You want to know about his

    in­juries?”




    “That is cor­rect–“




    “What about ly­ing with my wife? What about cheat­ing with the pu­ta in Barcelona?” he

    bel­lowed. “Does that count for noth­ing?”




    “Not at the mo­ment, Mr. Bat­tia­to,” the voice said, puz­zled. “If you don’t mind–“




    “What am I say­ing?” He slapped him­self twice.




    “I’m sure I don’t know. Now about Mr. Vit­torel­li…”




    “A shark. A shark bit him on the leg. Very bad.”




    “Be­fore the shark. The elec­tric burns. You did ra­dio in this morn­ing about

    high-​volt­age burns, didn’t you?”




    “Yes…” Bat­tia­to was sweat­ing pro­fuse­ly. “Who are you?” he asked. Maria had a cousin in

    Sici­ly. Mon­ey ev­ery­where, the thiev­ing whore-​mon­ger.




    “My iden­ti­ty is of no con­se­quence.”




    “Vi­to! I know it is you, Vi­to, and they are ly­ing bitch­es!”




    “My name is def­inite­ly not Vi­to,” the voice con­tin­ued calm­ly. “I want you to find out

    how Vit­torel­li got his burns. I know that you are friends with the pa­tient.”




    Giuseppe eyed the mi­cro­phone sus­pi­cious­ly. “Why should I?”




    “Well, it’s a– it’s a good thing to do, Mr. Bat­tia­to.”




    Giuseppe laughed. “You want to find out about Al­ber­to just be­cause it’s a good thing? Who

    you jerk­ing off?”




    The head­set sput­tered. “You are mak­ing a sim­ple re­quest more dif­fi­cult,” the voice

    said un­pleas­ant­ly. Af­ter a pause, it added, “Very well. There’ll be a re­ward.”




    “What for? What makes Al­ber­to so spe­cial? What for you so in­ter­est­ed in the sauce

    chef?”




    “I can­not re­veal that, Mr. Bat­tia­to.”




    “Vi­to, I swear–“




    “And I promise you I am not this Vi­to per­son,” the voice crack­led. “Now see here. I have

    lost all pa­tience with you. I am mak­ing a sim­ple re­quest that could save the lives of

    count­less per­sons. I have of­fered you a re­ward for ob­tain­ing this harm­less

    in­for­ma­tion for me. There is no rea­son on earth why you can’t get it, and time is run­ning

    out. Now, for the love of God, do it.”




    Giuseppe gasped. O Saint­ed Moth­er, could this be a test? Not by Vi­to, but a test by a

    greater force? A mes­sage like this came once in a life­time, once in ten thou­sand life­times.

    Saint Bernadette re­ceived such a mes­sage. So did Joan of Arc and Fran­cis of As­sisi. Maybe

    their talks with the Almighty didn’t oc­cur over a ra­dio trans­mit­ter, but God al­ways did

    work in mys­te­ri­ous ways.




    Giuseppe fished out a rosary from his tool kit. He was one of the Cho­sen, sin­gled out to

    bring in­for­ma­tion to Some­one very con­cerned about old Al Vit­torel­li, who must have said

    a heap of Ave Marias while he was de­cur­dling the hol­landaise.




    “But how can I– o, Madon­na–” he burst in­to a stream of rapid Ital­ian.




    “Speak En­glish, please. I don’t un­der­stand any oth­er lan­guage,” the flat Amer­ican

    voice said.




    Giuseppe fell back­ward off his chair. Amer­ican? Af­ter all this time, God was an

    Amer­ican? All those Pa­ter­nos­ters for noth­ing!




    “How can I find out?” Bat­tia­to enun­ci­at­ed care­ful­ly.




    The voice rang with ur­gen­cy. “Ask him.”




    “Oh, si. I mean yes. I will. I will, you will, he will, we will, they–“




    “Stay on this fre­quen­cy. Ra­dio back when you’ve got the in­for­ma­tion. And make it fast,

    Mr. Bat­tia­to. I’m count­ing on you.”




    “Yes, sir!” He tore off the head­set and threw the door open with a bang. Saint Giuseppe was

    on the mis­sion of his life. He would find what He– the pow­er­ful voice on the su­per­nat­ural

    fre­quen­cy– need­ed to know. He would, she would, we would, they would…




    “Vit­torel­li!” The ra­dio op­er­ator burst in­to the in­fir­mary like a house afire.

    “Al­ber­to, this is the most im­por­tant day of our lives! Talk to me.” He slapped aside the

    fran­tic nurs­es like flies as Vit­torel­li strug­gled to show the whites of his eyes.




    “Lis­ten, Al­ber­to,” Bat­tia­to rum­bled in Ital­ian. “You got to tell me how you got

    burned. Some­body very im­por­tant wants to know.” The nurs­es had him by both arms.




    “Grmpph,” said the pa­tient, a line of drool cas­cad­ing down his chin.




    “Wake up, ass­hole. God is call­ing for you.”




    “Oh, no,” Vit­torel­li whim­pered. “I am dead.”




    “No, you’re not dead!” Bat­tia­to yelled.




    “Get his neck. I’m go­ing to pin him in­to a ham­mer­lock,” said one of the stur­dy Dutch

    nurs­es.




    “Quick. Where did you get the shock?”




    Vit­torel­li’s wa­tery eyes rolled and flut­tered. “The shock? Yes, the elec­tric­ity.”




    “That’s it,” the ra­dio man cheered. “Where did you find the elec­tric­ity?”




    The pa­tient’s eyes closed again.




    “Mam­ma mia, Al­ber­to, wake up! Ai­ii!”




    “Got him,” said the nurse. “Over this way, young man.” She steered him to­ward the door.




    “Where, Al­ber­to, where?” the ra­dio man shrieked as he was dragged off.




    Vit­torel­li’s voice was soft and far­away sound­ing. “A ship­yard. There was a man… Yel­low

    hair and ter­ri­ble blue eyes…”




    The door slammed in Bat­tia­to’s face.




    He reeled back to the ra­dio room, stunned, and slipped the ear­phones over his head. “God?”

    he said meek­ly.




    “I read you, Bat­tia­to. What did you find out?”




    “It was at the ship­yard, sir. The Soubise ship­yard.”




    “I see.”




    “Sir, I have been on this is­land many times, and– and I know the leg­ends and–“




    “Yes?”




    “Vit­torel­li says he met a man there, a man with gold­en hair and eyes of blue…”




    There was a pause. Then the voice at the oth­er end an­swered res­olute­ly, “The

    Dutch­man.”




    “Dio,” the op­er­ator screamed, falling to his knees. “You know!”




    “Yes, I am aware of a few facts,” the voice said flat­ly. “Thank you for your help, Mr.

    Bat­tia­to.”




    “Fa­ther, bless me!”




    “I beg your par­don?”




    “Bless me, Fa­ther, for I am your in­stru­ment.”




    “Er… very well. Con­sid­er it done. Over and out.”




    A blast of stat­ic once again filled the trans­mis­sion, fol­lowed by si­lence. Giuseppe

    Bat­tia­to re­mained on his knees, tears of ec­sta­sy flow­ing down his face.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    Ten miles in­land, in a shack high on a hill over­look­ing the Dutch low­lands, Harold W.

    Smith switched off his ra­dio and re­moved his ear­phones. He jot­ted down a note to send

    Giuseppe Bat­tia­to ten dol­lars. That was am­ple re­ward for the in­for­ma­tion gath­ered.

    Some­times the sim­plest op­er­ations got to be com­pli­cat­ed, he thought with a sigh.




    Ac­cord­ing to his Timex Quartz, it was 5:18:43. Smith loved ac­cu­ra­cy.




    There were oth­er things he loved: his wife, his stamp col­lec­tion from his child­hood; he

    loved Ver­mont, his coun­try, and CURE, of course. But above all he loved ac­cu­ra­cy. The idea

    of life as an or­dered, fi­nite course where right and wrong were as dif­fer­ent from one

    an­oth­er as black and white gave him an in­de­struc­tible sword with which to fend off the

    par­ries of in­con­sis­ten­cy. Men were ei­ther good or they were dis­pos­able; that was just

    the way things were. It was for this rea­son that Smith per­mit­ted him­self a small sigh of

    re­lief as he turned to the suit­case-​sized com­put­er hookup at his right and keyed in

    Giuseppe Bat­tia­to’s in­for­ma­tion.




    Re­mo was still good. He had sus­pect­ed from the be­gin­ning that Re­mo didn’t com­mit the

    mur­ders in the truck body, but words like sus­pect, guess, hope, and hunch had no mean­ing in

    his vo­cab­ulary. His sus­pi­cion, when stacked against a dozen mur­ders per­formed in

    pre­cise­ly Re­mo’s style, car­ried as much weight as a chick­en’s whis­tle. Facts were what

    mat­tered, and the facts had been against Re­mo.




    But now the facts were shift­ing their di­rec­tion. Some qui­et prob­ing in­to the Soubise

    ship­yard had un­earthed more in­for­ma­tion. One, the Soubise yard was by far the most like­ly

    source for the truck body found in the ocean. It was the near­est and largest. Not enough to

    stand up in a court of law, but a fact. Two, the ex­ec­utives of the Soubise en­ter­prise had

    turned out to be an un­ortho­dox lot, to say the least. They were all draw­ing for­tunes from

    the ship­yard, as were a host of lawyers and bro­kers around the world. Ev­ery­one con­nect­ed

    with the busi­ness was rich– ex­cept for the own­er, one Jeremi­ah Pur­cell, known lo­cal­ly as

    the Dutch­man, who drew $5,000 a month and whose sig­na­ture was not af­fixed to any le­gal

    doc­ument con­cern­ing the ship­yard. More­over, the $5,000 was a cash pay­ment, dis­bursed at

    an un­known lo­ca­tion.




    Three, the on­ly record of Jeremi­ah Pur­cell known to mankind– or to Harold W. Smith, who

    was in­finite­ly more ac­cu­rate– was a du­pli­cate of a stu­dent’s reg­istry from a pri­vate

    school in Switzer­land. The school had been de­stroyed in an un­ex­plained ex­plo­sion in the

    ear­ly ’70s. Who­ev­er Pur­cell was, he kept his com­ings and go­ings to him­self.




    Four, a new batch of dis­ap­pear­ances had been re­port­ed to the po­lice in Marig­ot that

    morn­ing. All of the miss­ing men had been un­em­ployed, all known drunks. There were on­ly

    five miss­ing-​per­son re­ports, but the po­lice sus­pect­ed more than five miss­ing per­sons.

    They had spo­ken of it among them­selves at the precinct sta­tion Smith had bugged. And Re­mo

    wasn’t ab­duct­ing the men. Chi­un was watch­ing, wait­ing for the right mo­ment to kill his

    pupil. If he’d found Re­mo killing, the mo­ment would have been at hand.




    Two feet of pa­per filled with print­ed mat­ter streamed out the top of the com­put­er. At

    5:21:04 two more lines re­spond­ed to Smith’s in­quiry:




    PROB­ABIL­ITY HIGH CON­NEC­TION VIT­TOREL­LI/SOUBISE YARD PROB­ABIL­ITY HIGH CON­NEC­TION

    DIS­AP­PEAR­ANCES/PUR­CELL




    He read the lines, tore off the sheet of pa­per, rolled it in­to a tube, and burned it. He

    re­placed the com­put­er in one suit­case and the ra­dio in the oth­er and slid them both

    be­neath the floor­boards.




    He put on his hat. He was not go­ing to waste Re­mo if he could help it.




    Re­mo’s vil­la was in ru­ins. Ma­chine gun fire had gut­ted the rooms, and fire had scorched

    the walls. A tele­vi­sion set, odd­ly, was packed in­to the plas­ter. Ex­cept for that de­tail,

    the place had ob­vi­ous­ly been set up for ex­ecu­tion. Some­one was af­ter Re­mo, or Chi­un,

    or both.




    Smith made a quick tour of the house. Chi­un’s trunks were still in­tact. A black T-​shirt

    lay neat­ly fold­ed in a bed­room dress­er, and a pair of gray chi­nos hung in the clos­et.

    Near the bed, a wom­an’s night­gown lay crum­pled on the floor. There was no blood, ex­cept for

    a few stains, which Smith judged to be more than a day old, on the liv­ing room car­pet.




    It oc­curred to Smith that the two of them might al­ready be long dead.




    But if they weren’t, he knew where they’d be.




    “I need a he­li­copter,” he told the ground crew chief at Ju­liana air­port.




    “This is a re­strict­ed area, sir,” the man barked over his shoul­der.




    Smith took out his old C.I.A. iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. “This is an emer­gen­cy. I’ll re­turn the

    ve­hi­cle.”




    The chief spoke rapid­ly in­to his head­set, and the crew­man on the airstrip guid­ed in a

    KLM 747. “I’d like to help you guys out, mis­ter, but I haven’t got an ex­tra pi­lot.”




    “That’s all right. I’ll fly it my­self.”




    The man with the head­set took a long look at the mid­dle-​aged fel­low whose I.D. claimed

    he was Dr. Harold W. Smith, com­put­er in­for­ma­tion spe­cial­ist. He was wear­ing a

    three-​piece gray suit, a straw hat, and glass­es. All in all, he wasn’t the chief’s idea of an

    ace pi­lot.




    “How many hours you got logged?” he asked.




    “Sev­en thou­sand. I’ll bring it back with­in a half-​hour. You can keep my card.”




    The ground con­trol chief flipped the card over in his hand. “Well, okay, if it’s an

    emer­gen­cy. But if that ma­chine isn’t back here in time, I’m go­ing to put out an area search

    for you, in­clud­ing airspace.”




    “That’s fine. Thank you very much.”




    “In the west hangar.” He watched Smith trot off. They sure aren’t very fussy about their

    agents down in Lan­gley these days, he thought.




    Then, just as Smith got the chop­per off the ground, the air to the north­west lit up in a

    soar­ing ex­plo­sion of flame.




    Smith knew his sus­pi­cions had been right.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen




    Chi­un’s blue cer­emo­ni­al robe lay fold­ed near a clus­ter of bouganvil­lea. The

    Dutch­man’s white jack­et was strewn care­less­ly over the bal­cony rail­ing, where he had

    tossed it. He wouldn’t need it af­ter to­day. He wouldn’t need any­thing.




    It was as it should be, he thought. His life was sched­uled to be­gin af­ter his

    twen­ty-​fifth year; he would nev­er see it. The Dutch­man would in­stead be claimed by the

    sea, his freak­ish spir­it drowned for all eter­ni­ty. There would be no more death urged on by

    the hun­gry, sense­less thing in­side him, no more pain. A long swim out, one strug­gling gasp,

    and done. Af­ter Chi­un’s death, his own would come eas­ily. An hour had passed since the two

    men first faced each oth­er in their fight­ing gis. Al­though their move­ments were con­stant

    and spec­tac­ular, no blow had been struck. Each was aware of the oth­er’s lethal­ness: one

    blow was all it would take. The slow­ness of the bat­tle was ag­oniz­ing. The Dutch­man’s body

    was bathed in sweat.




    He jumped high in the air, twist­ing in­to a per­fect triple spi­ral that jolt­ed his

    down­ward spin to in­cred­ible speed. The air be­hind him sparked. He land­ed less than an inch

    away from Chi­un. His arm was ready, rock­et­ing in the di­rec­tion of the old man, but Chi­un

    was al­ready fifty feet away, trans­port­ed as if by sheer mag­ic.




    “Ex­cel­lent,” the old man said. “A beau­ti­ful vari­ation. But you waste too much en­er­gy

    in un­ec­es­sary move­ment. Pre­pare your feet be­fore you be­gin the up­ward thrust. It should

    help the an­gle of your land­ing.”




    The Dutch­man bris­tled, his con­cen­tra­tion bro­ken. “We are met here in mor­tal com­bat,”

    he re­mind­ed Chi­un with the con­sum­mate dig­ni­ty of youth.




    Chi­un smiled. “I can­not help it. I am too much the teach­er.”




    “I will kill you.”




    He shrugged. “Per­haps. What will you do then, Jeremi­ah?”




    The Dutch­man’s jaw worked. “None of your busi­ness,” he said fi­nal­ly.




    “You need not hate me to kill me, you know.” The old man’s eyes were smil­ing.




    “You mur­dered Nui­hc!” he shout­ed.




    “He mur­dered him­self through his evil. What will you do, my son?”




    “Don’t call me that!”




    “What will you do when I am dead?”




    The words rushed out in a tor­rent of fury. “I will die! I will go to the sea and end the

    use­less pain of my life. I will find rest.” Tears streamed over his face.




    Chi­un stam­mered. “You will die?”




    “That is all I wish.”




    “But you are so young–“




    “I am an ab­nor­mal­ity. A can­cer. I set my own par­ents on fire!”




    “That is done, just as Nui­hc’s life is done. You can­not change that. But you can con­trol

    your pow­er. It need not be de­struc­tive.”




    “I can’t con­trol it. It on­ly gets worse with each year. Soon I will be killing chil­dren

    on the street. Don’t you see? I can­not live. I am an evil thing, not a man. I must not

    live.”




    Chi­un was puz­zled. “Then why do you both­er to kill me?”




    He an­swered with down­cast eyes. “I have made my pledge to Nui­hc.”




    Night was falling. Be­yond the ter­raced lawns of the cas­tle, the tide rushed in­ward. The

    tree frogs of twi­light be­gan their eerie song. Chi­un walked to­ward the Dutch­man slow­ly.

    He stopped in front of him.




    “Then kill me,” Chi­un said sim­ply.




    “No!” The young man was en­raged. “You are a leg­end. You will fight me. I will not butch­er

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju like a de­fense­less cat.” He stepped back. Chi­un smiled. “Stop

    it!”




    “I see now,” Chi­un said. “You did not plan to kill me at all. You wished on­ly that I would

    kill you.”




    “That’s not true! I promised Nui­hc!”




    “You are not an evil man, Jeremi­ah.”




    “Get away–“




    Both men froze in their tracks, their eyes riv­et­ed to the sil­hou­ette com­ing over the

    hori­zon. Re­mo stopped, too, look­ing in be­wil­der­ment at the two of them.




    “Now I will force you to fight me,” the Dutch­man said.




    The air crack­led with elec­tric­ity. The tree frogs abrupt­ly stopped their song. All was

    si­lence.




    He raised his right arm slow­ly. Start­ing on his shoul­der, a ball of light trav­eled down

    his arm, grow­ing, glow­ing brighter, and shot off his fin­ger like a bul­let. It hit Re­mo in

    the stom­ach. Re­mo blinked, stunned, and dou­bled over with a gasp.




    “Halt!” Chi­un shout­ed.




    Re­mo wob­bled to his feet. “I think I’ve just about had it with you,” he said.




    The Dutch­man sent out a wall of air to knock Re­mo off his feet. At the same time he sent

    an­oth­er, stronger one to­ward Chi­un, The old man squint­ed against the gale, un­able to

    move. The Dutch­man closed in on Re­mo.




    Re­mo rolled out of the way of the first blow, a kick that left a deep pit in the ground.

    The dirt from the pit swirled and dis­si­pat­ed in the grow­ing wind­storm that the Dutch­man

    had cre­at­ed. He struck again. Re­mo dodged it by in­stinct alone. The ex­pe­ri­ence in the

    cave had taught him not to re­ly on his eyes.




    A long tongue of flame licked out of the tur­bu­lence. With­out think­ing, Re­mo lunged

    to­ward it, two fin­gers poised to strike. They hit. Out of the fly­ing dirt and thick salt

    spray came a howl. Then the Dutch­man’s fin­ger­nails thrust past Re­mo’s face, near enough to

    scrape four bloody lines across his skin.




    It was hard to breathe in the mael­strom of whirling leaves and earth. Two trees were

    up­root­ed near­by. Their gray trunks flew over­head, weight­less. Re­mo lunged again and

    missed. An in­vis­ible foot caught him on the thigh, send­ing him sprawl­ing through the mist.

    He kept go­ing when he land­ed, sure the Dutch­man would have heard his fall. The shape came–

    how fast could that guy move? Re­mo po­si­tioned him­self for at­tack. When the Dutch­man

    touched ground, Re­mo stepped for­ward with a thrust to the neck.




    He hit. Not the neck. A shoul­der groaned in its sock­et, shat­tered, and fell away from his

    fist. With­out a sec­ond’s hes­ita­tion, the Dutch­man’s oth­er arm lashed out and took Re­mo

    in the ribs. Two sharp snaps sent Re­mo back, reel­ing. An inch clos­er, and they would have

    pierced his heart.




    Then an­oth­er shape loomed near­by. In­stinc­tive­ly, Re­mo charged for it be­fore

    re­al­iz­ing it was Chi­un. He stopped cold as Chi­un spoke.




    “Move!” the old man said. But Re­mo moved too late. Chi­un’s tiny fig­ure in the mist

    up­end­ed and seemed to blow away in the wind.




    “Chi­un!” Re­mo called.




    Si­lence.




    “Chi­un!”




    The hand came out of nowhere to­ward Re­mo’s tem­ple.




    “Chi­un,” he whis­pered as the walls of con­scious­ness came crash­ing in black­ness around

    him. It had been a glanc­ing blow, but enough to stop Re­mo. Enough to weak­en him. The next

    would kill him. He was beat­en. It was over. He tast­ed the dirt on his lips.




    And then from the depths of his soul, his voice spoke. “I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the

    De­stroyed; death, the shat­ter­er of worlds. The dead night tiger made whole by the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.”




    And he strug­gled to his feet.




    He moved, in­finite­ly slow­ly, the blood of ages stir­ring with­in him. The Dutch­man

    emerged from the storm. His man­gled shoul­der was drip­ping blood, and blood was pour­ing from

    his side. His face was twist­ed in pain and rage as he came for Re­mo.




    Silent­ly, swift­ly, Re­mo sprang from his back, his be­ing fo­cused in his pow­er­ful right

    arm. A look of ter­ror flashed across the Dutch­man’s eyes as Re­mo struck, tear­ing his face

    to a pulpy mass.




    At the in­stant it was over, Re­mo felt a wave of pity rise in his throat.




    The Dutch­man stag­gered off his feet and dis­ap­peared back­ward in­to the storm. In the

    mist a flut­ter­ing sigh be­gan and died.




    Soon the sough­ing of the wind ebbed. The dead leaves that had been col­or­ing the sky black

    set­tled to the ground, and twi­light re­turned in its elec­tric blue­ness. Far away, a tree

    frog be­gan singing, and oth­ers took up the chant.




    “Chi­un?” Re­mo called.




    The old man stood near a bro­ken Ac­kee tree. Slow­ly he raised his arm to point to­ward the

    cliff side of Dev­il’s Moun­tain. Across a jagged boul­der was draped the bro­ken body of the

    Dutch­man. Re­mo and Chi­un went to­ward him.




    The ex­plo­sion hap­pened be­fore they reached him. The earth shook, and a dou­ble blast

    burst from the cas­tle in a cur­tain of flame. Fire poured out of its nar­row slit win­dows.

    Wom­en screamed.




    A sec­ond ex­plo­sion rocked the cas­tle to its foun­da­tions. Huge slabs of stone tum­bled

    to the ground as the white tur­rets crum­bled, leav­ing clouds of dust and fire in their

    wake.




    Chi­un took hold of Re­mo’s arm, his long fin­ger­nails dig­ging in­to his skin. “Lis­ten,”

    he said, draw­ing Re­mo to­ward the Dutch­man.




    The young man’s eyes were open and weep­ing, tears mixed with blood drop­ping red on­to the

    rock where he lay as Nui­hc’s cas­tle dis­in­te­grat­ed be­fore him. “I have failed,” he

    croaked. “Nui­hc, this is your vengeance.” Then his head dropped. He made no oth­er move­ment.

    Thin streams of blood coursed from his wounds down the gray stone, form­ing small pools around

    him. On the peak, the fire raged un­abat­ed, wash­ing the Dutch­man’s body in a bright

    glow.




    “How young he is,” Chi­un whis­pered. He picked up his robe and dabbed at the cuts on

    Re­mo’s cheek. “Come. We must look af­ter you now.”




    Then, in the or­ange au­ra from the blaze in the cas­tle, they saw a line of fig­ures

    march­ing to­ward them, their out­lines wavy and rip­pled in the heat. At the head of the line

    lum­bered a wide fe­male fig­ure who shout­ed com­mands at the oth­ers.




    “Buge-​toi, putain! Move it. You best be putting them buns to work get­ting you down this

    hill, else they gonna burn like de pork rind. Ha, ha,” Sidonie cack­led glee­ful­ly as she

    forced her charges down the hill.




    Chi­un peered at the strange pa­rade. All of the fig­ures were wom­en in var­ious stages of

    un­dress. Some were draped in sheets or tow­els; oth­ers picked their way down the hill clad

    on­ly in di­aphanous night­gowns. One of them, a proud red­head­ed Ama­zon, strut­ted apart

    from the group wear­ing a black garter belt, opera hose, and spike heels.




    “That wom­an in front,” Chi­un be­gan, point­ing to the black drill sergeant in a ruf­fled

    skirt and ban­dana. “She looks like…”




    “Who else,” Re­mo fin­ished, watch­ing Sidonie wield the iron pipe she had brought to

    Re­mo’s res­cue ear­li­er. She cir­cled it over her head, threat­en­ing the girls be­hind her

    as she com­mand­ed them down­ward.




    “Hey, Mr. Re­mo, Mr. Chi­un,” she bel­lowed. “Lookee what I got for you. Get go­ing, girlie.

    You ain’t lay­ing around suck­ing up bon­bons no more.” Be­hind her, the girls grum­bled and

    mut­tered in French. “Taisez-​vous!” she shrieked, prod­ding one of the girls in the stom­ach

    with the pipe. “Soyez tran­quille! Shut your mouth or I shut it good, hear?”




    In si­lence the girls fell in near Re­mo and Chi­un. From the rear of the line, a lit­tle

    ter­ri­er scram­bled for­ward, stop­ping to beg at Sidonie’s feet.




    “Who are those peo­ple?” Chi­un asked.




    Sidonie picked up the dog and slung him on­to her shoul­der. “They the Dutch­man’s wom­en,”

    she said. “Sin­ners, all of them. Prob’ly pret­ty good at it, too, by the looks of them,” she

    added with a wink. “I take them out of the cas­tle af­ter I sab­otage the fur­nace.”




    “You what?” Re­mo asked, look­ing up at the flam­ing ru­in on the hill.




    “I take the gaso­line tank what was in the Jeep Pierre stole. I drag it in­to the base­ment,

    I throw it in the fur­nace. Boom.”




    “You made the boom,” Chi­un ac­knowl­edged.




    “Bomb,” said Re­mo.




    “I be in the French Re­sis­tance, re­mem­ber?”




    “And the Dutch­man thought it was Nui­hc’s vengeance,” Re­mo said.




    Fa­bi­enne and an­oth­er wom­an, who was strange­ly swathed in veils of sooty white gauze,

    came limp­ing from the di­rec­tion of the cas­tle. “Re­mo, Re­mo!” Fa­bi­enne called, wav­ing

    wild­ly. Her dirt-​streaked face was hap­pi­er than Re­mo had ev­er seen it as she jumped in­to

    his arms, send­ing shoot­ing pains from Re­mo’s frac­tured ribs.




    “It’s all right,” Re­mo said over her loud apolo­gies. “It’s on­ly my chest.”




    The wom­an in white reached over with a vis­ible ef­fort and took the dog Sidonie held out

    to her. The ter­ri­er whined and tried to lick the wom­an’s scarred face be­neath her veil.




    “Adri­an­na will tes­ti­fy that the Dutch­man used some kind of– how you say– hyp­no–

    hyp­no–“




    “Hyp­no­sis.”




    “Yes. He hurt many peo­ple, Re­mo.” She took the hand of the veiled Asian girl. “Adri­an­na

    was near­ly blind­ed. She thinks al­so that the Dutch­man killed peo­ple in the ship­yard.

    Per­haps if the po­lice in­ves­ti­gate–“




    “They will. And they’ll find plen­ty of bod­ies. You won’t have any trou­ble get­ting your

    fa­ther’s busi­ness back. You’re rich, Fa­bi­enne.”




    She kissed him, but a shad­ow of wor­ry passed over her face. “Will the Dutch­man go to

    prison on Sint Maarten? You know, he’s very clever. He may es­cape.”




    “He’s not go­ing any­where, Fa­bi­enne.” He turned to­ward the jagged rock where the

    Dutch­man had fall­en. “He’s d–“




    The blood-​spat­tered rock was bare.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen




    He was crawl­ing, wound­ed and bleed­ing, down the cliff side of Dev­il’s Moun­tain,

    head­ing for a clus­ter of fish­ing boats be­low. His blond hair bobbed in the twi­light as the

    Dutch­man strug­gled to free a small dinghy while hold­ing his smashed shoul­der in place.




    “Take these per­sons to the po­lice,” Chi­un told Sidonie. “But do not men­tion Re­mo or

    me.”




    “I get it,” Sidonie said. “I knew you wasn’t no tourists.” Yelling hap­pi­ly, she bul­lied

    the girls to­ward the road lead­ing to Marig­ot.




    The Dutch­man wob­bled in the small boat. With his good arm, he pulled out the throt­tle to

    start the out­board mo­tor. It coughed twice, then purred.




    Re­mo touched his bro­ken ribs. They wouldn’t stand up to a de­scent down a cliff. There was

    on­ly one way to catch the Dutch­man, and that would have to be done per­fect­ly or not at all.

    “What the hell,” Re­mo said out loud. He’d done it per­fect­ly twen­ty-​four times in a row. He

    might as well press his luck. He stepped back a few paces and ran off the cliff to be­gin the

    Fly­ing Wall. Arms out­stretched, he soared over the Dutch­man’s dinghy, shift­ing his weight

    to land along­side it. Pain­less, he thought as he skimmed on top of the wa­ter like a sea

    bird. The Dutch­man watched him with grim res­ig­na­tion.




    The boat cir­cled crazi­ly when Re­mo grabbed hold of it, still trav­el­ing fast from the

    mo­men­tum of his dive.




    “Just felt like drop­ping in,” Re­mo said.




    The Dutch­man stomped on his fin­gers.




    “Is that any way to treat the guy who thought he killed you?”




    “Go back to shore,” the Dutch­man said.




    “Sor­ry, kid. There’s a nice girl on the is­land who doesn’t want you run­ning around loose.

    Not to men­tion a truck­load of dead men who aren’t that crazy about you, ei­ther.”




    The Dutch­man kicked hard at Re­mo’s head. When he moved out of the way, the Dutch­man

    shoved the throt­tle up full and sped away. Re­mo caught up to the boat in two strokes, dove,

    and caught hold of the out­board’s whirling pro­peller with his hands. Un­der­wa­ter, he heard

    the mo­tor clink and die.




    “Looks like you’re stay­ing,” Re­mo said, toss­ing the pro­peller in­to the boat with a

    clang.




    For a mo­ment the Dutch­man looked at him with dis­gust, but his at­ten­tion was drawn

    fur­ther out to sea. Two deep lines set­tled be­tween his eyes as he held out his hand to

    Re­mo.




    “What? So friend­ly? I thought you were the last of the blue­bloods. No hand­shakes with the

    pro­les.”




    “Get in,” he said ur­gent­ly.




    A gray fin fol­lowed in Re­mo’s wake as the Dutch­man pulled him aboard. Re­mo did an

    un­con­scious dou­ble­take when he saw the shark’s form pass­ing near the boat.




    “Guess I owe you one.”




    The Dutch­man stood glar­ing at him, his hand clutch­ing the red-​stained cloth­ing over his

    shoul­der.




    “So I’ll tell you some­thing. Nui­hc’s spir­it didn’t blow up your cas­tle. My house­keep­er

    did. She prac­tices on ex­plo­sives be­tween dust­ing and iron­ing.”




    The young man said noth­ing, but his eyes reg­is­tered a dis­be­liev­ing re­lief.




    “It’s true. No­body’s go­ing to hurt you now. Ex­cept for me, that is. Or Chi­un. Or the

    cops.” He smiled, but the Dutch­man on­ly looked at him silent­ly, his eyes shin­ing and alert

    with fever.




    “You helped me out. I wish you’d tell me why,” Re­mo said.




    The Dutch­man spoke qui­et­ly. “That is not an hon­or­able way for an as­sas­sin to

    die.”




    Re­mo gri­maced. “You sure don’t make it easy to kill you.”




    “Per­haps I’ll kill you first.” The blood from his shoul­der was stream­ing through the

    Dutch­man’s fin­gers. His knuck­les were pressed hard in­to the flesh, and his hand was

    trem­bling.




    “You’re hurt.”




    The Dutch­man shrugged.




    “Look, Chi­un’ll nev­er let me hear the end of this, but if you let me take you in to the

    po­lice sta­tion, well leave it at that. Af­ter you get that shoul­der treat­ed, you can break

    out of any jail they put you in. Just give me your word that you’ll leave Chi­un and me and the

    girl alone. And my house­keep­er too. Deal?”




    “I broke my word to you be­fore.”




    “I nev­er was a very good busi­ness­man, but I’d trust you.”




    The Dutch­man’s eyes glis­tened. “You are a fool. Like the old man.”




    “I guess there are worse things.”




    He breathed deeply. For a mo­ment their eyes locked. Then the Dutch­man straight­ened, his

    qui­et ar­ro­gance re­assert­ed.




    “I have made my promise to Nui­hc. You and Chi­un must die by my hand.” Slow­ly he moved

    to­ward Re­mo in the rock­ing boat.




    “Sor­ry to hear it,” Re­mo said.




    The Dutch­man lashed out an el­bow and a knee. The el­bow caught Re­mo in his bro­ken ribs,

    the knee in his hurt leg. Re­mo tum­bled back­ward, mak­ing the dinghy roll wild­ly and half

    fill with wa­ter. He kicked out with his legs, rolling off his back. He land­ed in a crouch,

    his arms free to launch two fists in­to the Dutch­man’s bel­ly. The wind whooshed out of the

    man.




    The Dutch­man lunged for Re­mo, his eyes blink­ing away the riv­er of blood that filled

    them. Re­mo twist­ed out of the way, dan­ger­ous­ly un­bal­anc­ing the boat. The Dutch­man

    tot­tered on the edge for a sec­ond, his arms wind­milling, then fell head first in­to the sea.

    He emerged a few feet away from the boat, blood spurt­ing from the bridge of his nose. Near­by,

    a fa­mil­iar gray fin hov­ered un­cer­tain­ly.




    “Quick, give me your hand,” Re­mo shout­ed. The Dutch­man made no move. “It’s the shark.

    He’s back. Hur­ry up.”




    The Dutch­man smiled slow­ly. “No, thank you, my friend,” he said.




    “For Christ sake, I’ll fin­ish you in the boat if you want. Don’t get torn up by a

    shark.”




    “It doesn’t mat­ter,” the Dutch­man said, his voice eeri­ly calm. “Please give my re­gards

    to your es­teemed fa­ther.”




    “Fa­ther? I’m an or­phan. Get in here, Pur­cell.”




    “Your true fa­ther. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He has trained you well, in your heart as well

    as your body. He is right to be proud of you.”




    He was swim­ming away awk­ward­ly, a stream of blood be­hind him. The fin in the dis­tance

    wa­vered as the shark smelled prey, then homed in quick­ly to­ward the blond head re­ced­ing in

    the wa­ter.




    “Pur­cell.”




    “Till we meet in a bet­ter life,” the Dutch­man said.




    Then the wa­ter churned and bub­bled as the fin dipped be­neath the sur­face. Oth­er gray

    forms slid past the small boat to the fren­zied ac­tiv­ity in the sea. A pool of red spread

    through the dark­en­ing wa­ter. The fins dis­ap­peared. The sea qui­et­ed. The last rays of sun

    sank away.




    The Dutch­man was gone.


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen




    Re­mo stood alone in the small boat, an­kle deep in wa­ter, en­veloped by dark­ness. High on

    the cliff he could make out Chi­un’s out­line, still and silent as the sea. He felt tired and

    pained and lone­ly.




    Out of sight, the dis­tant whirring of a he­li­copter grew loud­er. Then the ma­chine

    ap­peared over the hori­zon, send­ing a search­light out over the cliff. The light trav­eled

    the ex­panse of the cas­tle, now a smok­ing wreck­age licked oc­ca­sion­al­ly by dy­ing flames,

    then set­tled on Chi­un. The old man shield­ed his eyes from the glare and point­ed out to

    sea.




    Re­mo wait­ed un­mov­ing in the boat as the he­li­copter’s search­light spanned the coral

    reefs and black night wa­ter of the ocean be­fore it reached him. When the he­li­copter was

    over­head, a rope lad­der dropped from its bel­ly, and Re­mo climbed on­to it. Halfway up, he

    spot­ted the sour lemon face of the pi­lot.




    “Come here to see if I’m still alive?” Re­mo shout­ed above the noise of the pro­peller, and

    climbed up the rest of the way.




    Smith turned the he­li­copter around with­out a word. The moon had risen, and in its light

    Smith’s sal­low face glowed a ghost­ly green­ish white.




    “Great tan you got there on Sa­ba with your wife.”




    “It was a mat­ter of na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty,” Smith said, as though that vin­di­cat­ed his

    or­der to have Re­mo an­ni­hi­lat­ed.




    “Na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty? What about my se­cu­ri­ty?” Re­mo yelled. “You or­der my teach­er

    to mur­der me be­cause you found a cou­ple of stray bod­ies, and all you have to say is

    ‘na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty’? Well, Chi­un’s not go­ing to do it. If you want to have me offed,

    you’re go­ing to have to fight me your­self.”




    “For a time, all the ev­idence point­ed to you.”




    “For your in­for­ma­tion, some­one else killed those guys in the truck or what­ev­er you

    found in the ocean.”




    “I know. Jeremi­ah Pur­cell,” Smith said.




    “His name’s Jeremi­ah– what?”




    “I know. It all came out in the wash. Glad the whole thing didn’t go fur­ther than it

    did.”




    The he­li­copter hov­ered over the cliff for a mo­ment, then drift­ed down.




    “You’ve got some gall,” Re­mo grum­bled as Smith killed the en­gine. Chi­un walked over and

    bowed po­lite­ly. Re­mo and Smith stepped out.




    “Where is he?” Smith asked.




    “Who?”




    “Pur­cell.”




    “You’re a lit­tle late for him,” Re­mo said. “A half-​dozen sharks beat you to him.”




    “Oh.”




    “There’s plen­ty of ev­idence against him. He had an­oth­er truck­load on ice at the

    ship­yard, and a harem full of French hook­ers are on their way to the po­lice to spill the

    whole sto­ry.”




    “It is so,” Chi­un agreed.




    Smith grew even paler. “You mean the po­lice are go­ing to be no­ti­fied about your part in

    all this?”




    “Re­lax. No­body even knows we’re here.”




    “The house­keep­er does,” Smith said qui­et­ly.




    No one spoke for a long mo­ment. Fi­nal­ly it was Smith who broke the si­lence. “We can’t

    have wit­ness­es,” he said.




    “She’s not go­ing to talk, Smit­ty,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “You can’t be sure of that. Al­so, I’ve run a check on the Soubise girl.”




    “Oh, no you don’t. Uh-​uh. As far as she’s con­cerned, Chi­un and I are just a cou­ple of

    hap­py sun bun­nies. I’m not go­ing to kill Fa­bi­enne now that things are fi­nal­ly look­ing

    up for her. No way.”




    “She was spot­ted leav­ing your place with the house­keep­er. She knows your name.”




    “That’s a lousy rea­son, Smit­ty.”




    “It’s na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “That’s a lousy rea­son, too.”




    “I’m afraid I have to or­der you to elim­inate them.”




    “Yeah? Well, you can shove your or­ders–“




    Chi­un put a re­strain­ing hand on Re­mo’s arm. “Si­lence,” he said.




    Smith was look­ing up at the smol­der­ing cas­tle. “I’ll ra­dio in a call to the fire

    de­part­ment,” he said. “Mean­while, the two of you had bet­ter go back to the vil­la and

    col­lect your things. You’re leav­ing in the morn­ing. Pick up your tick­ets by eight at the

    Amer­ican counter.”




    As he was walk­ing back to the he­li­copter, he said over his shoul­der, “Don’t be

    sur­prised at the con­di­tion of your house. It’s been ran­sacked. Some id­iot even threw the

    tele­vi­sion through the wall.”




    “Some id­iot,” Re­mo mut­tered. Chi­un el­bowed him in the ribs. “Hey,” he called, “what

    about the rest of our va­ca­tion?”




    “This va­ca­tion is over,” Smith said flat­ly. “You’ll have to wait un­til next year. Don’t

    for­get to take care of those two wom­en be­fore you leave.”




    The he­li­copter roared to life, lift­ed up, and dis­ap­peared.




    “He’s got the heart of a cod,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un wasn’t lis­ten­ing. He was star­ing out at the ocean, a rip­pling film of black

    streaked with the moon’s lone white ray. “I shall mourn our strange young Dutch­man,” he

    said.




    Re­mo felt a knot in his stom­ach as he re­called Pur­cell’s last words as the sharks closed

    in on him, bid­ding Re­mo to meet him in a bet­ter life. “Hell of a way to go.”




    “If Nui­hc had on­ly…” Chi­un’s voice trailed off.




    Re­mo put his arm around the old man. “Let’s go, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    They walked to­geth­er down Dev­il’s Moun­tain. Be­yond the cliff, the ocean slapped

    peace­ful­ly against the shore. Chi­un looked back once, saw noth­ing, then turned away.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty




    Chi­un’s sev­en lac­quer trunks were stacked in front of the de­stroyed vil­la. Re­mo was

    in­side, chang­ing in­to his spare set of clothes. His oth­er gar­ments were stuffed in­to the

    wastepa­per bas­ket.




    Chi­un came in­to Re­mo’s room and stood in­side the door, his face stony. “You promised you

    would get me an­oth­er tele­vi­sion,” he said ici­ly.




    “I didn’t ex­act­ly have the time, Chi­un.” He winced as he pulled his T-​shirt over his

    taped ribs.




    “If you had kept your promise, I could have been watch­ing tele­vi­sion now.”




    “The taxi’s com­ing in five min­utes.”




    “Five min­utes,” Chi­un mocked. “You act as if five min­utes were noth­ing. Whole em­pires

    have col­lapsed in less than five min­utes. Moun­tains have been lev­eled. Ge­nius­es are

    con­ceived in less than five min­utes.”




    “On­ly if their par­ents are in­to quick­ies,” Re­mo said.




    “You are dis­gust­ing!” Chi­un shrieked.




    “He sure is,” Sidonie’s voice boomed from the hall­way. “Dis place even more of a mess than

    be­fore. Look­it this.” She fished Re­mo’s shirt out of the waste­bas­ket. “How I sup­posed to

    wash your clothes what’s in the trash?”




    “Throw it out, Sidonie. We’re leav­ing.”




    “Al­ready? Why you want to go so soon?”




    “Busi­ness,” Re­mo said. “Sor­ry you had to make the trip over. I couldn’t reach you on the

    phone.”




    “Oh, I ain’t been home. De po­lice, they keep me at the sta­tion all night, eat­ing de

    dough­nuts and drink­ing de rum. They nice fel­las. One of ‘em got his horns out for Sidonie,

    too.”




    “Yeah?” Re­mo smiled.




    “He plen­ty fat,” Sidonie said.




    “That’s good. I guess. Uh– you didn’t men­tion any­thing about–“




    “I don’t say noth­ing, Mr. Re­mo. I know you like them se­crets. I just tell the po­lice I

    done it all my­self. Fight the Dutch­man in the boat, ev­ery­thing. The fat one, he like that

    plen­ty,” she chor­tled.




    “How about the girls?”




    “I tell them if they talk, I kill them dead. They don’t say noth­ing. Ex­cept the Chi­nee

    girl. She lay­ing it on good about the Dutch­man. ‘He a killer,’ she say. ‘He a ma­ni­ac.’ The

    cops, they have to shoot her ful­la dope just to qui­et her down.”




    “And Fa­bi­enne– is she okay?”




    “Why don’t you ask her your­self?” She jerked her head to­ward the kitchen. Fa­bi­enne

    stepped for­ward, her face break­ing in­to a big smile.




    “I just want­ed to tell you that ev­ery­thing’s go­ing to be all right,” she said. “The

    po­lice are al­ready ar­rest­ing some of the ship­yard ex­ec­utives. My lawyer says I’ll

    prob­ably get my fa­ther’s mon­ey back and the com­pa­ny, too.”




    “Hey, that’s ter­rif­ic,” Re­mo said. “What are you go­ing to do with the ship­yard? Sell

    it?”




    “I’m go­ing to run it,” she said. “My fa­ther would have want­ed that.” She touched his

    shoul­der. “Of course, you could help me if you like.”




    Re­mo kissed her gen­tly. “Thanks, Fa­bi­enne, but I’m a bust at of­fice work. You’ll do

    just fine on your own.”




    “Re­mo…” Her eyes were search­ing his face. “What do you do? For a liv­ing, I mean?”




    Chi­un cleared his throat. “I see the taxi,” he said. Out­side, a black Lon­don-​style cab

    honked and skid­ded to an abrupt halt.




    “He a sales­man,” Sidonie filled in.




    “But on the cliff that night. And in the cave. You killed–“




    “Oh, sales­men very handy guys to have around,” Sidonie shout­ed over her.




    Fa­bi­enne looked out the win­dow. The cab driv­er was load­ing Chi­un’s trunks on­to the

    roof of the cab. “Are– are you leav­ing?” she asked.




    Re­mo in­clined his head once, sad­ly.




    They stared at each oth­er for a mo­ment. Then Fa­bi­enne kissed him soft­ly on the cheek.

    “I’ll miss you,” she said.




    “Yeah.”




    “He be back, lit­tle dar­lin’,” Sidonie said, clap­ping a pudgy hand on Fa­bi­enne’s back.

    “Ain’t that right, Re­mo?”




    “Sure. Why not?” he said, but his words didn’t ring true. Smith would nev­er send him back

    to Sint Maarten. It would be too risky.




    “No, you will not re­turn,” Fa­bi­enne said kind­ly, sens­ing his false op­ti­mism. “But it

    is just as well. Lat­er it would not be the same. I will make a new life for my­self here. You

    too, wher­ev­er you go. We will be dif­fer­ent peo­ple, with dif­fer­ent dreams. But I loved

    you, Re­mo.”




    He smiled. “You know, you on­ly look like a French pas­try,” he said, rum­pling her

    hair.




    “Re­mo, the taxi,” Chi­un called from out­side.




    “Well, I guess this is it,” Re­mo said. “No more Dutch­man, no more Re­mo.”




    “I don’t know about that,” Sidonie said cryp­ti­cal­ly.




    “Huh?”




    “Come with me. I think maybe you want to see this.”




    “But the taxi–“




    “Dat Jacques. You give him fifty cent, he wait a week.”




    Jacques was back in the taxi, drum­ming on the horn in a live­ly reg­gae rhythm. Re­mo

    walked over, hand­ed him a hun­dred-​dol­lar bill, and asked him to wait. Chi­un fol­lowed him

    back through the vil­la, shout­ing.




    “What have you for­got­ten now? When Em­per­or Smith asks why we have missed the air­plane,

    do not ex­pect me to come to your de­fense.”




    “Sidonie wants us to see some­thing.”




    Ahead, the two wom­en walked side by side to­ward the sea. Re­mo took plea­sure in the sight

    of Fa­bi­enne’s auburn hair blown to the side by the breeze, like a shiny cop­per flag. In the

    sun­light, the slim out­line of her legs showed through the fab­ric of her skirt.




    Sud­den­ly she stopped short, emit­ted a small cry of shock, and cov­ered her face with her

    hands. Sidonie’s black arm wound around the girl’s shoul­ders.




    “What is it?” Re­mo called, run­ning to­ward them. The sight on the beach made him stop

    dead.




    By the shore­line, the re­mains of a gi­ant mako shark lit­tered the sand with blood­ied

    en­trails. Fifty feet away, an­oth­er shark lay dead, its mas­sive jaw gleam­ing in the

    sun­light. Its bel­ly was torn open in the same man­ner as that of the first.




    “Lookee that way.” Sidonie point­ed south, where a lump of gray skin and red flesh washed in

    and out with the waves. “They be two more that­away, ’round the trees,” she said, ges­tur­ing

    in the op­po­site di­rec­tion.




    The four of them stood in si­lence as the waves washed over the two mas­sive bod­ies in

    front of them.




    “He couldn’t have done this,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    Chi­un was the on­ly one who heard him. “And why not?” the old man said arch­ly, a twin­kle

    reap­pear­ing in his hazel eyes.




    “He was hurt. Bad. And look at the size of these moth­ers.”




    “What you two yakking about?” Sidonie shout­ed.




    Fa­bi­enne be­gan to cry. “It’s him, isn’t it? The Dutch­man’s still alive!” She was

    shud­der­ing un­con­trol­lably. Re­mo put his arms around her and held her tight­ly.




    “He’s not alive,” he cooed, sound­ing ex­act­ly like the un­con­vinc­ing liar he was. “He

    won’t be back, I know it.”




    “Get back, Mr. Re­mo.” Sidonie shoved him aside and, draw­ing back her dark, cal­loused

    hand, smacked Fa­bi­enne round­ly across the face. The girl start­ed, her tears dry­ing

    in­stant­ly with the im­pact.




    “Now you lis­ten to Sidonie, girl,” she bul­lied, wag­ging a fin­ger at Fa­bi­enne. “I been

    liv­ing a long time, and I seen trou­ble’s face many time. You seen it once, too, but just

    ’cause it gone now, you think it nev­er go­ing to come back. You wrong, girl. De trou­ble

    al­ways ’round the bend. It sit some­time. It wait. But it come back. Right, Mr. Chi­un?”




    Chi­un smiled. “Al­ways.”




    “But it go away, too. De trou­ble like the tide. It don’t leave for long, but it don’t stay

    long, nei­ther. So if the Dutch­man come back one day–” She shrugged. “Dat just the tide

    com­ing in again. It be go­ing out be­fore long. You re­mem­ber that, maybe you get to be as

    old as me.”




    She squeezed the girl in her broad arms. Fa­bi­enne dried off her face, em­bar­rassed.

    “You’re right,” she said. “I am a fool.”




    “No. You just young.” She took Fa­bi­enne by one hand and Chi­un by the oth­er and led them

    back to the house. In the taxi out front, Jacques was work­ing him­self in­to a lath­er,

    drum­ming on the steer­ing wheel and howl­ing Bob Mar­ley tunes.




    “You try to get back here some­time, Mr. Re­mo, hon­ey,” the house­keep­er said, giv­ing his

    cheek a pinch. “You too, Mr. Chi­un.”




    They waved out the cab win­dow at the two wom­en, who were stand­ing to­geth­er clutch­ing

    hand­ker­chiefs. With­out miss­ing a beat, Jacques start­ed the en­gine and shot down the dirt

    road at eighty miles an hour, plas­ter­ing Re­mo and Chi­un against the seat.




    “He’s got to be dead,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un sighed. “When will you learn? A shark is on­ly a fish. But Sinan­ju is Sinan­ju.”




    “He was wound­ed, damn it”




    “He was brave.”




    They rode in si­lence for a few min­utes. “Do you think we’ll see him again?”




    Chi­un was star­ing out the win­dow. “If we do, he will try to kill us.”




    “I sup­pose so,” Re­mo said. “The bas­tard.”




    Chi­un turned away from the win­dow. His eyes looked di­rect­ly in­to Re­mo’s. “My son,” he

    be­gan. “Last evening in the boat, you could have killed the Dutch­man. Why didn’t you?”




    “Why didn’t you? You were sup­posed to be fight­ing him.”




    “It is not po­lite to an­swer a ques­tion with a ques­tion. Why didn’t you kill him in the

    boat?”




    Re­mo looked at his hands. “I don’t know,” he said. “Fun­ny. I didn’t even like him. I was

    jeal­ous, I guess. But it just didn’t seem right.”




    “You know, of course, that Em­per­or Smith will blame you for any of the Dutch­man’s

    killings in the fu­ture.”




    “Yeah, I know.”




    “You are al­so aware that Smith will be an­gry that you ne­glect­ed to kill Fa­bi­enne and

    Sidonie.”




    “Did I?” Re­mo snapped his fin­gers. “Damn, I knew I for­got some­thing.”




    The taxi pulled in­to Ju­liana Air­port. In­side, the place was teem­ing with pasty-​skinned

    tourists sweat­ing in win­ter parkas while the in­ef­fec­tive ceil­ing fans twirled lazi­ly

    around the flies and mosquitoes.




    Re­mo picked up their tick­ets, and they filed past the de­par­ture gate, the is­land air

    out­side sweet­er and warmer and more beck­on­ing than ev­er. On the alu­minum stairs lead­ing

    in­to the plane, Chi­un waved at the grum­bling crowd wait­ing be­hind him.




    “I know why you could not kill the Dutch­man,” he said, smil­ing hap­pi­ly.




    “Why?”




    “Do you re­mem­ber in the Dutch­man’s cas­tle, when I said I hoped I’d taught you the

    dif­fer­ence be­tween right and wrong?”




    Re­mo stroked his chin thought­ful­ly. “Did you say that?”




    “Of course I did,” Chi­un said, his smile van­ish­ing. “Can’t you even re­mem­ber the words

    of your wise, self-​sac­ri­fic­ing teach­er?”




    Re­mo sniffed. “Yeah, I guess I did the right thing af­ter all. Old Re­mo comes through

    again.”




    “You are an ar­ro­gant lout,” Chi­un sput­tered.




    “Just good old Amer­ican know-​how, I reck­on.” He clapped a hand on Chi­un’s shoul­der.




    “Un­hand me, un­grate­ful wretch,” Chi­un shrieked, cre­at­ing a buzz in the crowd be­hind

    them. “How dare you take the cred­it, af­ter all my years of toil and hard­ship…”




    “I know just how it is,” a white-​haired wom­an on the stairs said, pok­ing her face

    be­tween the two of them. “My son. A doc­tor. Do you think he can spare five min­utes to write

    to his moth­er?” She looked at Re­mo in dis­gust and turned back to Chi­un, cluck­ing

    sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “They’re all the same.”




    Chi­un’s face bright­ened. “You un­der­stand?”




    “Oy, do I un­der­stand,” she said, her eyes rolling heav­en­ward. “The minute my Melvin was

    born, my heart start­ed break­ing.”




    “Hey, get in the plane,” some­one yelled be­hind them. The wom­an si­lenced the com­plain­er

    with her hand­bag.




    “Ex­cel­lent form,” Chi­un said. The wom­an blushed. “Would you care to chat with me dur­ing

    the flight?” he asked. “I’m sure my son will be pleased to ride in the lava­to­ry.”




    “It’s the least he can do,” she said, smil­ing as she el­bowed them both past Re­mo.
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