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  Chapter One




  

    A storm was com­ing. Thick smoke-​col­ored clouds gath­ered to the west, al­ready rum­bling

    with thun­der. The sea, nor­mal­ly sparkling and calm in the key wa­ters off the South Flori­da

    coast, now whipped frothy and gray against the hull of the U.S.S. An­drew Jack­son.




    Lieu­tenant Richard Caan put on his rain slick­er and moved quick­ly to the land­ing strip

    at the stern of the ship. The dull ache that had been pound­ing at the back of his skull all

    night was charg­ing at full gal­lop now. He checked the wind and spat over the side of the

    rail­ing, but the taste from the night be­fore re­mained in his mouth.




    “You the pi­lot, sir?” a young en­sign asked as Caan stepped briskly to­ward the

    tarpaulin-​cov­ered du­al-​en­gined jet.




    “Copi­lot,” an­swered Caan.




    “Good enough.” The young man salut­ed.




    The en­sign’s crew had al­ready seen to se­cur­ing and cov­er­ing the F-24. Her out­line

    stood out sleek­ly be­neath the flut­ter­ing tarpaulin: the nee­dle-​sharp nose, the huge

    wasp’s wings, the stream­lined bulge of the fu­el tanks.




    She was the most ex­ot­ic plane Caan had ev­er flown, the most ef­fi­cient fight­er-​bomber

    ev­er con­struct­ed. Al­most al­ways he felt a flush of pride at see­ing the mag­nif­icent

    ma­chine. On­ly a hand­ful of men in the world knew how to fly her as yet, and Caan was one of

    them. But he felt no pride now.




    “We’ve got her bat­tened down pret­ty se­cure, sir,” the en­sign said. “You might want to

    check her for sta­bil­ity, though.”




    “Thank you, en­sign,” Caan said, his eyes lin­ger­ing for a mo­ment on the young man. The

    taste in his mouth was re­pug­nant. It was un­fa­mil­iar to him, the taste of de­feat, of

    vi­olence and death and imag­ined hell.




    It was fear.




    “Yes, sir?” the en­sign asked un­cer­tain­ly, the high wind pinch­ing the young man’s

    farm-​fresh fea­tures.




    Caan forced him­self back to com­po­sure. “That’ll be all.”




    “Yes, sir.” The young man salut­ed and led his small crew away.




    Caan swal­lowed as he ex­am­ined the pin­nings on the plane.




    There will be ter­ri­ble de­struc­tion.




    His head ached mer­ci­less­ly. The events of the night be­fore– a thou­sand years ago, it

    seemed now, back in the se­cu­ri­ty of the Key West Naval Base– flashed be­fore him with

    ter­ri­fy­ing ac­cu­ra­cy.




    Ter­ri­ble de­struc­tion…




    It be­gan with his awak­en­ing. With a painful jolt he had been forced out of deep sleep

    in­to a sit­ting po­si­tion, his two arms ham­mer-​locked be­hind him. A cold, black-​gloved

    hand clamped like a vise over his mouth.




    “You are one of the pi­lots sched­uled to sail to­mor­row on board the An­drew Jack­son?” an

    un­seen voice be­hind him hissed. The voice was heav­ily ac­cent­ed, gut­tural. The hands

    yanked back hard on Caan’s arms. He nod­ded.




    “I have placed a vial on your bed, be­side you.”




    Caan’s fright­ened gaze wan­dered to his lap. Next to his legs lay a small dark bot­tle.




    “Take it with you to­mor­row. There will be ter­ri­ble de­struc­tion. You will not be able

    to stop it. When it hap­pens, place the con­tents of the vial on your face and head. Do as I

    say, or you will die.” The strong hands forced Caan’s neck back sharply. “Wait for the birds.

    They will be your sign.”




    Those were the last words he heard. With a deaf­en­ing crack, some­thing came down on the

    back of Caan’s head. A splin­ter­ing pain, and then black­ness.




    He came to at three A.M. Stag­ger­ing grog­gi­ly to the door of his Quon­set hut, he stood

    in the dark­ness and lis­tened. The Key West base, dis­band­ed in re­cent years, was near­ly

    de­sert­ed ex­cept for a ves­ti­gial re­search team and the sleep­ing crew of the An­drew

    Jack­son, now snor­ing peace­ful­ly in un­ac­cus­tomed pri­va­cy. The on­ly sounds came from

    night in­sects and the drone of the sea.




    Birds?




    Was it a dream? A crazy night­mare brought on by an at­tack of nerves? The next day would be

    Caan’s first ma­neu­vers on an air­craft car­ri­er. Maybe the prospect of a long sea voy­age

    just went against his grain. He dou­bled back to his bunk.




    It was there. The vial.




    He switched on the light. The sud­den bright­ness made the pain at the back of his head

    shoot sud­den­ly. He held the bot­tle up to the light, squint­ing.




    In­side the am­ber-​col­ored glass was clear, vis­cous liq­uid. He un­screwed the cap and

    sniffed. The odor made him sput­ter and gag. What­ev­er was in there was the foulest-​smelling

    stuff he’d ev­er run in­to. He put the lid back on tight­ly, placed the bot­tle on the cor­ner

    of his desk, and switched off the light. He would take it to the base com­man­der lat­er that

    morn­ing, be­fore they sailed.




    There will be ter­ri­ble de­struc­tion…




    The bot­tle glint­ed in the moon­light. Slow­ly Caan picked it up and slipped it in­to the

    breast pock­et of his uni­form.




    “Wake up, Lieu­tenant. This is no place to be day­dream­ing.”




    Caan snapped to. He felt rain whip­ping against his skin. His trousers be­neath the slick­er

    were soaked through and freez­ing. “Yes, sir, Com­man­der.” he said.




    “Ev­ery­thing in good or­der here? Or haven’t you both­ered to look?” the Com­man­der

    de­mand­ed with the shrill petu­lance of a spoiled child.




    Ar­ling­ton Mills Al­bright, the Com­man­der, was fair­ly young, but the kind of man who was

    ac­cus­tomed to giv­ing or­ders. Even if he didn’t know any­thing about what he was or­der­ing,

    Caan thought with a cer­tain grouch­iness. Al­bright was less qual­ified to fly the F-24 than

    he was. But he had gone to An­napo­lis, and was a Com­man­der, and so was the se­nior pi­lot on

    the plane dur­ing the An­drew Jack­son ma­neu­ver.




    “All checked out, sir,” Caan said.




    “Good.” Al­bright pat­ted him on the shoul­der pa­tron­iz­ing­ly. “You turned out to be of

    some use to me, af­ter all.”




    A huge shaft of light­ning streaked east­ward. “Yes, sir,” Caan mut­tered.




    Al­bright head­ed back for the shel­ter of the ship’s in­te­ri­or. At the port, though, he

    hes­itat­ed and mo­tioned to his copi­lot. “Come in out of the rain, at least,” he said with a

    con­de­scend­ing smirk.




    Caan obeyed. “Those sailors can take care of the ship. We’d on­ly be in the way any­way. No

    one needs fly­ers in a storm, right?”




    “I sup­pose not, sir.”




    “We might as well just sit this out over a game of gin.”




    “I don’t play gin rum­my, sir.”




    The Com­man­der looked an­noyed. “Well, sit down any­way,” he or­dered. He caught him­self,

    and worked a tone of rich man’s ca­ma­raderie in­to his voice. “We’ll have cof­fee and dis­cuss

    the price of grain, eh?” He chuck­led and pat­ted Caan on the back again.




    Caan sat. Out­side, the thun­der rolled. He saw Al­bright glance quick­ly out the port­hole,

    his brow fur­rowed, be­fore re­turn­ing his gaze to Caan with forced friend­li­ness. The

    com­man­der bus­ied him­self for a few min­utes or­der­ing cof­fee from the cook on du­ty. When

    the cups were placed in front of the two men, he rubbed his hands to­geth­er in a par­ody of

    cheer­ful en­thu­si­asm. “Well, then. Since you’re not fa­mil­iar with gin, how about a rub­ber

    of bridge? Noth­ing like bridge, I say, to bring out a man’s pow­ers of rea­son.”




    “I don’t play bridge ei­ther, sir,” Caan said lev­el­ly.




    Al­bright looked dis­mayed. “Oh. Then–“




    “Sir, did a strange man come to your quar­ters last night?” he blurt­ed.




    The com­man­der’s pa­tri­cian fea­tures set hard. “What made you ask that?”




    “Be­cause one came to me. He asked me if I was a pi­lot. There are on­ly two of us on board,

    and you’re se­nior to me.” He shrugged.




    There was a long si­lence. “Ut­ter non­sense,” the com­man­der said at last. “Some fool’s

    idea of a prank, no doubt.”




    More si­lence.




    “Don’t you think so?” Al­bright asked, rather ner­vous­ly, Caan thought.




    “No,” he said qui­et­ly. “I didn’t think it was a prank.”




    The two cups of cof­fee grew cold, un­touched, in front of them.




    “You did throw that stink­ing stuff away, didn’t you?” the com­man­der asked with a

    smile.




    Caan shook his head. “Did you?”




    “Of course,” Al­bright said in­dig­nant­ly. His voice grow­ing loud­er, he added, “If you

    think that I’m go­ing to let some punk threat­en Ar­ling­ton Mills Al­bright for one

    minute–“




    “I didn’t think any­thing, sir.” His headache was throb­bing again. He rubbed his tem­ples

    with his fin­ger­tips.




    “It stands to rea­son you’d keep yours,” Al­bright said, ris­ing jerk­ily. “Prob­ably tied

    around your neck along with a rab­bit’s foot for good mea­sure. Your peo­ple have al­ways been

    su­per­sti­tious.”




    Caan looked up, his face ex­pres­sion­less. “Does that go with be­ing pushy, stingy, dirty,

    and un­fit for mem­ber­ship in your coun­try club? Sir?”




    “You in­sub­or­di­nate lit­tle Jew,” Al­bright said with con­tempt, and walked out.




    Caan sighed. He put his wet slick­er back on and head­ed out in­to the rain.




    “Je­sus Christ, will you look at that!” Some­one near Caan was point­ing to­ward the

    west­ern sky.




    “Got­ta be a twister,” some­one else con­firmed.




    “Nah, twister’s got a tail on it. Or sompin’. They ain’t no tail on that thing.”




    “But it’s mov­ing.”




    It’s mov­ing this way, Caan thought.




    “Wait a sec­ond. Let’s have a look-​see through these glass­es,” one of the men said,

    rais­ing a pair of binoc­ulars. He low­ered them again, slow­ly.




    “Well?”




    “Damnedest thing.”




    “What’s that?”




    “It’s birds.”




    Caan turned around sharply. Wait for the birds. They will be your sign. “What?”




    “It’s birds, sir,” the sea­man said, sud­den­ly aware of Caan’s pres­ence. Caan moved

    to­ward the rail to get a bet­ter look, hang­ing on against the rolling of the ship.




    “Gimme them glass­es,” one of the sailors said, snatch­ing away the binoc­ulars. “Can’t

    hard­ly see with this rain and all.”




    “God­damn birds, I tell you.”




    “What kind of birds?” an ob­serv­er asked.




    “I dun­no. Seag­ulls, it looks like.”




    “They’re the size of buz­zards,” the man look­ing through the binoc­ulars said

    in­cred­ulous­ly.




    Caan placed his hand over his breast pock­et. The vial lay over his thun­der­ing heart.

    There will be ter­ri­ble de­struc­tion. “Clear the decks,” he said, turn­ing back to­ward the

    sea­men.




    “Sir, it’s on­ly some birds–“




    “Clear the decks, I said!”




    The sailors backed away from him. “Yes, sir,” the se­nior one said hes­itant­ly. Caan saw

    him strid­ing to­ward one of the ship’s of­fi­cers. The of­fi­cer, a lieu­tenant com­man­der,

    cast an an­gry glance at Caan, barked some­thing at the sea­men, and stormed over to­ward the

    copi­lot.




    “What is the idea of telling my men to clear the decks in the mid­dle of a storm?” he

    raged.




    “It’s the birds, sir,” Caan be­gan to ex­plain.




    “Haven’t you ev­er seen birds be­fore? You’re a pi­lot, for God’s sake, you must have run

    across them once or twice.”




    “It’s not like that, sir–“




    “Look here, Lieu­tenant. We’ve got weath­er on our hands that’s get­ting worse by the

    minute. My men can’t clear the decks just be­cause of a few birds. Is that clear?”




    “You’ve got to be­lieve me!” Caan shout­ed. “These aren’t or­di­nary birds.”




    The oth­er of­fi­cer’s lips tight­ened. “I think you’d bet­ter stick to fly­ing planes,

    son.”




    “But–“




    “That’ll be all.” The lieu­tenant com­man­der walked away.




    No one need­ed binoc­ulars to see the birds now. They were gi­ants, with six-​foot wing

    spans and pow­er­ful bod­ies glid­ing above claws that jut­ted down­ward like gnarled trees as

    they reached the great ship.




    “They’re com­ing– they’re com­ing here,” some­one shout­ed, too late.




    “Oh, my God,” Caan groaned. They were al­ready at­tack­ing.




    Through the vi­olent rain, he saw a young man, dressed in a slick­er like his own, stum­ble

    back­ward on­to the deck. His hands flailed spas­ti­cal­ly as pow­er­ful talons swooped down,

    scoop­ing out his throat with one dead­ly swat. An­oth­er screamed, high and keen­ing with his

    last breath, as one of the crea­tures de­scend­ed on him, pick­ing out his eyes with its

    blood­stained beak.




    Caan want­ed to turn away, but some dread­ful fas­ci­na­tion held him. All around him was

    car­nage and chaos and… ter­ri­ble de­struc­tion, he thought, the voice in­side him gid­dy with

    hys­te­ria as he watched the birds, ob­scene in their size and sick­ly white­ness, pounce with

    a near-​lust on their hu­man vic­tims.




    Some­one was run­ning to­ward him, his head low, his big frame lung­ing des­per­ate­ly

    ahead. It was Al­bright. His eyes were plead­ing, his hands grasp­ing at the rain pour­ing in

    front of him. “Caan!” he called. “The vial…”




    The birds shrieked like ban­shees. Al­most ab­sent­ly, Caan lift­ed the dark bot­tle from

    his pock­et and stared. Was it a joke, the mag­ic con­tents of the vial? An­oth­er bad dream?

    Be­yond the vial, he saw the lum­ber­ing Al­bright with his hun­gry, twist­ed face and

    out­stretched fin­gers.




    “Give it to me!” he screamed piti­ful­ly. “Give it to me, Caan. I beg you.”




    And be­yond him, the fran­tic men, blind, maimed, dy­ing in oceans of their own blood while

    the mon­ster gulls killed slow­ly, wan­ton­ly.




    “Caan!”




    The copi­lot stood, shocked in­to ut­ter still­ness, the am­ber bot­tle rest­ing on his open

    palm, as the birds closed in on the com­man­der. A flut­ter of white wings, one long, ghost­ly

    scream, and then Al­bright lay in a twist­ed heap of limbs and sinews, his blood mix­ing with

    the rain and wash­ing the deck in bright splat­ters.




    “Oh, my God,” Caan said again.




    And then they were com­ing for him. A squadron of shiny black eyes and red-​tipped

    vul­tures’ beaks, the wings beat­ing a slow tat­too of death.




    “Do some­thing, Caan,” he mut­tered aloud to him­self as the birds drew in­ex­orably

    near­er. A jagged prong of light­ning il­lu­mi­nat­ed the sky for an in­stant. In the light, he

    no­ticed his own fin­gers shak­ing with com­ic ex­ag­ger­ation as he fum­bled for the cap of

    the vial.




    Even with the high winds, he could smell the foul liq­uid in the bot­tle as he poured it

    on­to his scalp and face. He felt a man­ic gig­gle rise from deep in­side him. What if it was a

    joke, af­ter all– if when he was found, dead and stink­ing of what­ev­er vile con­coc­tion was

    in the bot­tle, the clean-​up crews tossed coins to see who would get stuck with bag­ging his

    body? He gig­gled wild­ly un­til he broke, weep­ing, watch­ing the birds swoop down for his

    in­glo­ri­ous fi­nal mo­ment.




    They passed him.




    Be­hind him he heard the death screams of oth­ers, but the beat­ing wings above him did not

    fold and drop and come for him. An­gels’ wings, he thought, see­ing the flap­ping white

    feath­ers pass over­head.




    The An­gel of Death had passed him by.




    He was not a re­li­gious man, not a Jew in any sense oth­er than that he had been raised,

    nom­inal­ly, as a Jew dur­ing his ear­li­est years. His par­ents were not even prac­tic­ing

    Jews any longer. Still, he knew of Passover, and it must have been the same then, thou­sands of

    years ago, when his an­ces­tors elud­ed the cold kiss of the An­gel with its dread white

    wings.




    He fell to his knees, found a post to hang on­to against the wors­en­ing wind, and

    prayed.




    In time– how much time?… a mo­ment?… an hour?– the din of gulls sub­sid­ed, their flap­ping

    re­ced­ed in­to the dis­tance, and Caan shiv­ered with the cold rain and wind against the back

    of his neck. Then he raised his head ten­ta­tive­ly and gasped.




    Around him, in a square, stood four men. They were dressed in div­ing gear, their faces

    black­ened with grease. Past them, all was si­lence ex­cept for the howl of the wind and the

    un­end­ing ma­chine-​gun fire of the pelt­ing rain. Bod­ies lay ev­ery­where, sprawled

    in­de­cent­ly, their faces open with sur­prise and sud­den, painful death. The fig­ure of

    com­man­der Al­bright still lay where he had fall­en, the rigid fin­gers still search­ing

    use­less­ly, his fren­zied quest for­ev­er failed. Noth­ing lived on the An­drew Jack­son now

    ex­cept for Lieu­tenant Richard Caan, undis­tin­guished Navy copi­lot, in­dif­fer­ent Jew

    spared from death by the sheer­est whim of fate, and four strange men reek­ing with the stench

    of the flu­id from the am­ber-​col­ored vial.




    One of the four spoke. His eyes, en­cir­cled by black grease, were the palest blue, their

    shape nar­row and ser­pen­tine. Caan rec­og­nized the voice as be­long­ing to his vis­itor of

    the night be­fore.




    “Get in the plane,” he said


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo, and he was swim­ming un­der­wa­ter at twen­ty knots, slack­en­ing off

    his top speed to keep pace with a school of dol­phins that had tem­porar­ily adopt­ed him.




    Cu­ri­ous about their new play­mate, they nosed him gen­tly and chat­tered in a

    su­per­son­ic cho­rus as he dipped and rolled with them, dived deep and shot up for air.




    It was get­ting dark. His ex­cer­cise pe­ri­od was over, but he was en­joy­ing him­self with

    the clown­ish bot­tle noses, and be­sides, noth­ing was wait­ing for him back in Key West

    ex­cept for Chi­un, who would be watch­ing tele­vi­sion any­way.




    Re­luc­tant­ly, he left the dol­phins and head­ed back in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of land.

    That was the ba­sic trou­ble with be­ing an as­sas­sin, he thought, as he came up for air near

    the be­gin­ning of Sev­en Mile Bridge, the on­ly over­land route in­to Key West. He was stuck

    with fish. There weren’t many peo­ple for a pro­fes­sion­al killer to re­late to.




    There was Chi­un, of course, his train­er and teach­er. Chi­un was the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    the great­est as­sas­sin alive, but he was still an eighty-​year-​old man whose prin­ci­pal

    in­ter­ests ran to­ward an­cient Ko­re­an po­et­ry, re­runs of 1965 soap op­eras, and a

    ter­ror­ist Ori­en­tal news an­chor­wom­an named Chee­ta Ching. And killing peo­ple. Not

    ex­act­ly your scin­til­lat­ing af­ter-​din­ner con­ver­sa­tion­al­ist.




    Us­ing as mark­ers the long steel poles root­ing the bridge to the ocean floor, Re­mo dived

    and swam un­der­wa­ter for the next half-​mile. Up for air, watch­ing the cars over­head

    breez­ing in­to the coun­try’s south­ern­most land mass, back un­der for an­oth­er half-​mile.

    Af­ter ten min­utes he was on land, run­ning down Roo­sevelt Boule­vard, past the acres of

    shop­ping com­plex­es and fast-​food eater­ies known col­lec­tive­ly as “New Key West,” wav­ing

    oc­ca­sion­al­ly to honk­ing cars filled with pret­ty girls, and turned on­to Tru­man Av­enue

    in­to the old town, Cayo Hue­so, as the Spaniards first called it, with its wind­ing trop­ical

    streets and warm kitchen smells tinged with Cuban cof­fee and the pun­gent sweet­ness of

    craw­fish.




    He was feel­ing bet­ter. His last as­sign­ment from up­stairs had not gone smooth­ly. More

    lives had been lost than he’d count­ed on, and he had had to trav­el halfway around the world

    with an in­jury to his ner­vous sys­tem that had near­ly killed him. Af­ter it was over, Re­mo

    nev­er want­ed to work again. But now, in the fra­grant Flori­da sun­light, sur­round­ed by an

    ex­plo­sion of or­chids and hi­bis­cus and frangi­pani, he was grow­ing stronger.




    “Let’s see, let’s see,” he mum­bled as he con­tin­ued to enu­mer­ate the hu­man be­ings he

    was close to. “Chi­un,” he said, hold­ing up one fin­ger. “And…” He scoured his mind.




    Par­ents couldn’t count, be­cause Re­mo didn’t have par­ents, and the nuns at the

    or­phan­age where he was raised didn’t count ei­ther, since he nev­er got to know many of them

    well, and those who knew him did not like him. The cops at the precinct in Newark couldn’t

    count be­cause he was still a rook­ie on the force when he got bleeped out of of­fi­cial

    ex­is­tence, framed for a crime he didn’t com­mit and sen­tenced to die in an elec­tric chair

    that didn’t work. On­ly ev­ery­one thought it did work, and that Re­mo had died in it, be­cause

    it had been set up that way by the sneaki­est, cold­est, least hu­man in­di­vid­ual in

    Amer­ica…




    Re­mo held up a sec­ond fin­ger. “Smith,” he said dis­gust­ed­ly.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith, di­rec­tor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York, was Re­mo’s

    sec­ond and on­ly oth­er link to the rest of hu­mankind.




    Fol­croft was Smiths cov­er for what he re­al­ly did, which was to em­ploy Re­mo as the

    en­force­ment arm of an or­ga­ni­za­tion called CURE. It was a se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion, an

    ex­tra le­gal off­shoot of the pres­ident’s of­fice. CURE’s job was to con­trol crime by

    func­tion­ing out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion.




    Some­times Smith worked alone, pulling out in­for­ma­tion from the gi­ant com­put­er banks

    built in­to Fol­croft and get­ting that in­for­ma­tion to the right peo­ple through thou­sands

    of in­nocu­ous chan­nels– clerks who thought they were in­form­ing for the FBI, gov­ern­ment

    work­ers who thought it was the CIA who was send­ing them small but help­ful checks each month,

    re­porters who thought they had a hush-​hush link with the Trea­sury De­part­ment.




    But Smith didn’t al­ways work alone. Some­times– when some­body need­ed to be bumped off, to

    be pre­cise– Re­mo worked for him.




    That was the de­press­ing part. As if killing peo­ple wasn’t bad enough, Re­mo had to kill

    peo­ple for the dullest, dri­est, most ex­traor­di­nar­ily bor­ing and hu­mor­less man on the

    globe.




    Smith had sent him to Key West three days be­fore, to “await fur­ther in­struc­tions,” as

    the lemon-​faced New Eng­lan­der had put it. Smith al­ways talked as if he were writ­ing

    mem­os. “Await­ing fur­ther in­struc­tions,” of course, meant that Re­mo was go­ing to have to

    cream some­one pret­ty soon.




    What a way to make a liv­ing, he thought as he sprint­ed past the chic bou­tiques on Du­vall

    Street, past the Bull and Whis­tle, where the area’s tough guys strut­ted, past the throb­bing

    dis­cos, where too-​pret­ty boys dis­played their wares with stud­ied deca­dence to mon­eyed

    old men. The car­ni­val mid­way of Old Key West was al­ready in full swing, beck­on­ing with

    its lights and mu­sic and trop­ical sea breezes to sailors, lovers, Caribbean blacks, col­lege

    kids, lo­cal shrimpers, and sponge fish­er­men.




    Re­mo went on the Mal­lo­ry Dock, where the tourists had long since fin­ished ap­plaud­ing

    the night­ly sun­set as if it were a Broad­way pro­duc­tion. Near the dock was Chi­un’s and

    Re­mo’s tem­po­rary home, a qui­et lit­tle Conch house, built in­de­struc­tibly by lo­cal

    crafts­men, or “conch­es,” and sur­round­ed by the wild or­ange blos­soms of mas­sive

    poin­ciana trees.




    “I’m home, Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    The frail old Ori­en­tal with tufts of white, wispy hair in patch­es on his head and chin

    sat on a mat on the floor, his al­mond eyes trans­fixed on the tele­vi­sion, where the

    lizard-​eyed, ven­om-​tongued Chee­ta Ching spewed out the day’s mis­deeds with spite­ful

    rel­ish.




    “A naval air­craft car­ri­er bear­ing the man­gled bod­ies of 213 dead crew mem­bers,

    un­doubt­ed­ly the vic­tims of yet an­oth­er U.S. gov­ern­ment plot against its op­pressed

    peo­ple, has been dis­cov­ered off the coast of Flori­da,” the news­cast­er said. On the wall

    above the tele­vi­sion hung a col­or pho­to­graph of the same wom­an, en­cased in an or­nate

    gilt frame. “More de­tails of the Navy Death Ship tonight at eleven. Till then, this is Chee­ta

    Ching, the voice of truth.”




    “Hi,” Re­mo said, try­ing again for the old man’s at­ten­tion.




    Chi­un ig­nored him.




    “It’s a nice night. I thought maybe we’d go in­to town, look things over. We could have a

    good time.”




    “Si­lence, brain­less one,” Chi­un said, still star­ing fixed­ly at the tele­vi­sion.




    Re­mo sighed. It oc­curred to him that if he had known he was go­ing to have to spend his

    life with on­ly two peo­ple, and one of them was go­ing to be an eighty-​year-​old Ko­re­an

    as­sas­sin and the oth­er was go­ing to be Harold W. Smith, he would have stayed on at the

    or­phan­age.




    A thou­sand miles away, in Wash­ing­ton, D.C., a score of top U.S. gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials

    sat in dark­ness as they watched slides de­pict­ing the gory af­ter­math of the mas­sacre

    aboard the U.S.S. An­drew Jack­son.




    “This is typ­ical of the sort of dam­age in­flict­ed,” said a uni­formed of­fi­cer who had

    been in­tro­duced as a foren­sic sci­en­tist. He waved a point­er over a slide show­ing a man

    with no eyes and a gap­ing hole in the mid­dle of his neck. “Can we have a close­up of this,

    please?” he asked po­lite­ly.




    The pro­jec­tor clicked, and the fes­ter­ing neck wound sprang in­to bloody de­tail.

    Some­body swore soft­ly.




    “Of course, these bod­ies weren’t found un­til some three days af­ter the deaths oc­curred,

    so a cer­tain amount of de­com­po­si­tion had set in. Still, you see the gen­er­al idea.

    Next.”




    The fol­low­ing slide showed the deck of the ship, lit­tered with slaugh­tered bod­ies and

    tinged with the rusty-​brown re­mains of a sea of blood.




    “Good Lord,” some­one said.




    The slides flashed one af­ter the oth­er. Dead men ly­ing in macabre re­pose in their bunks,

    in the mess hall, frozen in po­si­tion in the la­trine, in the en­gine room, charred and

    black­ened from the heat of the fur­naces, keeled over at the con­trols on the bridge. “This is

    how the ship was found,” the med­ical ex­am­in­er con­tin­ued. “No one alive on board,

    any­where.”




    “Wasn’t there an alarm sent, an April-​day or some­thing?” a man in an im­pec­ca­bly

    tai­lored suit asked from the dark­ness. He was the Sec­re­tary of De­fense of the Unit­ed

    States.




    “No May­day, sir,” a gruff voice be­long­ing to a vice-​ad­mi­ral an­swered.




    “Weren’t they in ra­dio con­tact with some­body?”




    “No, sir. They were on top-​se­cret ma­neu­vers to try out the sea-​land­ing ca­pa­bil­ity

    of the F-24. It’s a new bomber de­signed to fly with­out radar de­tec­tion–“




    “I know about the F-24,” the sec­re­tary said dri­ly. “I’m pay­ing for it. I pay for

    ev­ery­thing around here. The stealth bomber. What’s that got to do with it?”




    The vice-​ad­mi­ral hemmed and hawed. “Ac­tu­al­ly, quite a bit, sir. You see–” He

    stam­mered, cleared his throat, then tried an­oth­er tack. “To get back to the ma­neu­vers,

    sir. Since the stealth bomber was to be launched, the ship was un­der or­ders to avoid ra­dio

    con­tact for forty-​eight hours un­less the F-24 was de­tect­ed by radar. That would have meant

    the bomber had failed, and ra­dio con­tact would have con­firmed its lo­ca­tion. Since we

    didn’t hear from the An­drew Jack­son, we as­sumed the ma­neu­vers were a suc­cess.”




    “A suc­cess,” the sec­re­tary growled. “It’s on­ly a suc­cess if it’s free. How did you

    even­tu­al­ly find the ship, any­way?”




    “A cruise ship head­ing back from the Caribbean found her by ac­ci­dent, sir.”




    “A cruise ship!” the sec­re­tary bel­lowed. “Swell. All we need is pub­lic­ity and a me­dia

    cir­cus.”




    “There’s no rea­son to pan­ic,” the med­ical ex­am­in­er said hasti­ly. “Af­ter all, those

    men on board didn’t die of any dis­ease. No one’s go­ing to catch any­thing from them.”




    “Fine. Won­der­ful. There’s no rea­son to pan­ic, none at all. Two hun­dred and four­teen

    well-​trained sailors on se­cret ma­neu­vers with the most pow­er­ful bomber ev­er in­vent­ed

    are mur­dered off the coast of Flori­da, that’s all. What the hell do you mean there’s no

    rea­son for pan­ic?” he yelled. “The pres­ident’s go­ing to hang me.”




    “Two hun­dred and thir­teen men, sir,” the med­ical ex­am­in­er cor­rect­ed dif­fi­dent­ly.

    “One was miss­ing. We pre­sume he must have been washed over­board. From the looks of things,

    they ran in­to some bad weath­er.”




    “Who was it? An of­fi­cer?”




    “Yes, sir,” the vice-​ad­mi­ral said. “A Lieu­tenant Richard Caan. The copi­lot of the

    F-24.”




    “Well, at least we save some life in­sur­ance,” the sec­re­tary said. “Any­thing else?”




    “We do have more slides, sir,” the med­ical ex­am­in­er said.




    “Hang the slides. Any­thing else?”




    The vice-​ad­mi­ral coughed in­to his fist. “Well, yes, sir. We were com­ing to that. One

    piece of ma­chin­ery was al­so miss­ing.”




    “Which?” the sec­re­tary asked, a spark of alarm al­ready show­ing in his eyes. “How much

    did it cost?”




    The vice-​ad­mi­ral took a deep breath. “The F24, sir. The stealth bomber.”




    A rum­ble rose from the small crowd.




    The sec­re­tary stood up slow­ly. Even in the dark, ev­ery man in the room could see the

    col­or drain from his face. “It is clear that the Unit­ed States Navy has been in­ca­pable of

    con­tain­ing this prob­lem,” he said slow­ly and qui­et­ly. “I had bet­ter in­form the

    pres­ident.” He swept over the room with a ges­ture. “Pro­ceed with the meet­ing, gen­tle­men.

    Do not let me keep you from your slides.” He turned briskly and walked out of the room.




    From the back row of seats, an­oth­er man rose in­con­spic­uous­ly. He was an or­di­nary,

    dull-​look­ing mid­dle-​aged man with gray­ing hair, steel­rimmed spec­ta­cles, a three-​piece

    gray suit, an at­taché case, and a pinched, lemo­ny ex­pres­sion. He, too, left the

    meet­ing.




    In the cor­ri­dor, he turned left, walked two doors down, and en­tered a small room

    con­tain­ing a small­er cu­bi­cle con­struct­ed of plex­iglass and guar­an­teed to be

    bug-​free.




    He locked the door to the small room, stepped in­to the plex­iglass cu­bi­cle, opened his

    at­taché case con­tain­ing a small red com­put­er-​pow­ered tele­phone, and wait­ed. Harold W.

    Smith was ex­pect­ing a call from the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States.




    He checked his watch. The call wouldn’t come for an­oth­er twen­ty min­utes, at least, but

    he had no need to watch more of the gris­ly pic­tures in the meet­ing room. He had known there

    would be trou­ble, ev­er since a re­port two months be­fore con­cern­ing a “lost” car­go ship–

    an­oth­er ca­su­al­ty of the Bermu­da Tri­an­gle, ac­cord­ing to the press. But Smith knew from

    sev­er­al clan­des­tine sources that the ship hadn’t been lost un­til the Navy sank it,

    qui­et­ly dis­pos­ing of the mu­ti­lat­ed bod­ies on board when no an­swer to the rid­dle of

    the mas­sacre could be found.




    The Navy, the Coast Guard, the Army, the Air Force. They had all tried. They had all failed.

    That was why the pres­ident had asked Harold W. Smith to Wash­ing­ton, to the top-​lev­el

    brief­ing on the An­drew Jack­son enig­ma, to the tiny plex­iglass room with no lis­ten­ing

    de­vices.




    The phone rang. “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said.




    The voice at the oth­er end was weary. “The F-24 is miss­ing,” the pres­ident said.




    “Yes, sir.”




    The deep voice spoke de­lib­er­ate­ly. “You know, of course, about the sum­mit meet­ing

    sched­uled for this week in New York City?”




    “I do,” Smith said.




    “The So­vi­et pre­mier will have heard about the in­ci­dent on board the An­drew Jack­son

    and the miss­ing stealth bomber by then.”




    “It can­not be avoid­ed,” Smith said.




    The pres­ident spoke soft­ly. “The stealth is the on­ly thing that’s mak­ing these bas­tards

    want to talk se­ri­ous­ly about re­duc­ing forces. With it gone, we won’t have any bar­gain­ing

    po­si­tion at all. We have to get it back.”




    “My man is in po­si­tion in Key West,” Smith said. “He’s pre­pared to take ac­tion

    im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “How’s that?” the pres­ident asked, shocked.




    “He ar­rived five hours af­ter the ship was dis­cov­ered.”




    “But the brief­ing to­day was the first dis­clo­sure of the in­ci­dent, even to

    top-​se­cu­ri­ty-​cleared per­son­nel. How did you know about it?”




    There was a long pause. “Will that be all, sir?” Smith asked.




    ‘The pres­ident sighed. “One man…”




    “Good day, sir,” Smith said, and hung up.




    It had just been a mat­ter of time, Smith knew, be­fore CURE would be called in. That was

    why he had placed Re­mo in Key West at the first rum­blings of the An­drew Jack­son fi­as­co.

    He re­placed the phone in his brief­case, locked it, left the plex­iglass-​en­closed room, and

    walked quick­ly in­to the street, to a pay phone where he be­gan the long rout­ing codes that

    would even­tu­al­ly con­nect him se­cure­ly with his hu­man weapon.




    Re­mo Williams. The De­stroy­er.




    Just a mat­ter of time.




    That time had come.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    The small row­boat slid noise­less­ly through the blue wa­ter. Re­mo’s arms ached. He had

    been row­ing for more than twelve hours, since be­fore dawn, steer­ing the tiny craft in

    ev­er-​widen­ing cir­cles from the point where the An­drew Jack­son had been sight­ed.




    “This is use­less,” he said, throw­ing down the oars. “That ship drift­ed for three days

    be­fore it was found. We don’t even know what we’re look­ing for. There must be thou­sands of

    is­lands in the Flori­da Keys.”




    “There,” Chi­un said, point­ing in the dis­tance to a clus­ter of postage-​stamp-​sized

    is­lands. The tuft of white hair on top of the old Ori­en­tal’s head flut­tered in the breeze.

    “Take us to that is­land. The one with the con­cealed path.”




    Re­mo looked to the clus­ter, then back at Chi­un sit­ting like a dowa­ger in the back of

    the boat. “There’s no con­cealed path, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said, sup­press­ing a smile.

    “These is­lands have nev­er been in­hab­it­ed.”




    “Thus said Mar­co Po­lo to the Mas­ter Hun Tup when they ap­proached Chi­na,” Chi­un

    snapped. “Stop your ar­ro­gant prat­tling and drive us to the is­land.”




    Re­mo turned the boat to­ward the is­lands. “A Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was with Mar­co Po­lo?”

    he asked.




    “One of the finest. You think the white man could have found any­thing by him­self? Had Hun

    Tup not per­sist­ed, the ex­pe­di­tion would have end­ed up on the Arc­tic

    sub­con­ti­nent.”




    “No egg rolls for the crew, I guess.”




    “Po­lo would have been like that crazed Colum­bus, who claimed that your coun­try was

    In­dia. How could it be In­dia with­out filth and cur­ry and plague?”




    “But Colum­bus didn’t have a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju on board,” Re­mo said, smil­ing.




    “He did, un­for­tu­nate­ly. Ko Wat, the Mis­di­rect­ed, was with him. A mi­nor blem­ish on

    the glo­ri­ous House of Sinan­ju. Halt,” he said, point­ing. “Do you see?”




    As they neared the small is­land, Re­mo nar­rowed the fo­cus of his eyes un­til he seemed to

    be look­ing through high-​pow­ered field glass­es. In the fad­ing light he saw clev­er­ly

    con­cealed traces of hu­man ex­is­tence: bro­ken twigs, a sweep across the sand to cov­er

    foot­prints, a dead tree cov­er­ing what looked like a nar­row path.




    “You were right,” Re­mo said.




    “And you were wrong. As usu­al.” Chi­un grinned. “As usu­al, heh, heh.”




    They moored the boat. A flock of fat white gulls set­tled lazi­ly along the shore­line.




    “Look at the size of these birds,” Re­mo said. He felt an un­com­fort­able turn in his

    stom­ach when they were joined by still more seag­ulls, peck­ing idly at the ground, their

    black dolls’ eyes nev­er leav­ing the two men. “Some­thing’s fun­ny about these birds,” Re­mo

    in­sist­ed.




    But Chi­un was stand­ing com­plete­ly still, gaz­ing at the bush­es far­ther in­land.

    “Si­lence,” he said soft­ly. “We are be­ing watched.”




    A twig broke. In­stant­ly Re­mo’s at­ten­tion riv­et­ed on the bush­es. His mus­cles tensed

    and then re­laxed, ready for the in­evitable at­tack. Then, with a pierc­ing yell, it came,

    like a vi­sion from Hades.




    There was on­ly one man, and he was no more than a boy, judg­ing from the awk­ward­ness of

    his move­ments. He was squat, with the stocky, long-​tor­soed build of an Ori­en­tal, and he

    was naked ex­cept for a loin­cloth against his sun­dark­ened skin. His hair, coarse and

    straight and black, stood up from his head in stiff peaks. In his right hand he held a club.

    His left was a gnarled stump, with four fin­gers miss­ing.




    These were the things Re­mo saw first as the strange at­tack­er leaped a foot above the tops

    of the bush­es, scream­ing and wild-​eyed. But a split sec­ond lat­er, Re­mo no longer saw the

    in­trud­er as a per­son. All he re­mem­bered af­ter that mo­ment was a face, a face so

    fright­en­ing and grotesque that ev­ery­thing else about the man be­came sec­ondary.




    Re­mo’s breath caught at the sight. He ducked and spun to be­gin his at­tack, but was

    knocked out of the way by a tremen­dous force out of nowhere. It was Chi­un.




    “Hold,” Chi­un called, his yel­low robe still bil­low­ing from his in­ex­pli­ca­ble as­sault

    on Re­mo.




    “What’d you do that for?” Re­mo asked as in front of him the boy with the dis­fig­ured face

    stood un­mov­ing, his un­sight­ly fea­tures twist­ed in be­wil­der­ment.




    Now Re­mo got a bet­ter look at him. He was an Ori­en­tal, but on­ly vague­ly so. Maybe

    Poly­ne­sian, Re­mo thought, al­though the scars and le­sions on his skin all but

    oblit­er­at­ed his nat­ural ap­pear­ance. He was cov­ered with sores, seep­ing with clear

    liq­uid, and one eye­lid was swollen to half-​mast, re­veal­ing the black­ened re­mains of a

    dead eye be­neath.




    “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said. “This is my son. Tell your chief we are

    come.”




    The boy’s pus­tule-​en­crust­ed mouth opened. He dropped the club from his hand as if it

    were a foul thing. Then, to Re­mo’s amaze­ment, he emit­ted a small cry and fell to his knees

    be­fore Chi­un.




    The old man touched his head. “Go,” he said gen­tly. “We will wait here.”




    The boy stood up, bowed again, and scur­ried back in­to the un­der­brush.




    Re­mo fol­lowed him with his eyes for a few mo­ments. When the mon­strous-​look­ing boy had

    dis­ap­peared in­to the thick jun­gle green­ery, Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “What was that about?”

    he asked, rub­bing the spot on his arm where Chi­un had pushed him out of the boy’s way. “Do

    you know him?”




    The old man looked sad­ly in­to the brush. “He is a lep­er,” he said. “He knows me.”


  




  

    Chapter Four




    The birds were thick as snow­drifts around them.




    “A lep­er?”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “And a Hawai­ian. He is prob­ably from the colony at Molokai, but I must see

    the rest of the tribe be­fore I can be sure.”




    “Wait. Hold on,” Re­mo said. “What is this about lep­ers? What do you know about lep­ers,

    any­way? And you’ve nev­er even been to Hawaii. You told me that your­self once.”




    “One sand pit is like an­oth­er,” Chi­un said. “But all Mas­ters of Sinan­ju know of the

    lep­ers of Molokai. And they know us. Sit. I will tell you of the De­cree of the great Mas­ter

    Hun Tup.” He mo­tioned to­ward a fall­en tree.




    “Hun Tup? Wasn’t he the guy you said went to Chi­na with Mar­co Po­lo?”




    Chi­un beamed. “You re­mem­ber well, for a white thing.”




    Re­mo gri­maced. “The sto­ry,” he said. “Can the in­sults.”




    “Long, long ago,” Chi­un be­gan, us­ing the mys­tic sto­ry­teller’s voice that meant he was

    set­tling in­to one of his windi­er leg­ends, “the peo­ple of my vil­lage of Sinan­ju in Ko­rea

    were so poor, and their catch from the ocean so mea­ger, that they were forced to con­serve

    ra­tions by send­ing their ba­bies back to the sea.”




    “Yeah, yeah, I know that part about drown­ing the ba­bies. What about Wing Tip?”




    “Hun Tup,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “I am com­ing to him. Do not in­ter­rupt. You have made me

    lose my place.” His voice shift­ed back in­to the sto­ry­teller’s whis­per. “Long, long

    ago…




    “I know, Chi­un. They sent their ba­bies back to the sea, and so the first Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju had to rent him­self out as an as­sas­sin to the high­est bid­der and send his

    pay­checks back to the vil­lage, which is what ev­ery Mas­ter since has been do­ing.”




    Chi­un fixed him with an an­gry, un­blink­ing stare. “These leg­ends are bet­ter when told

    prop­er­ly,” he said.




    “Sor­ry. I just want­ed you to get to the part about Mar­co Po­lo.”




    “A no­body,” Chi­un said. “A drunk. A meateat­ing sailor with a nag­ging wife and a

    house­ful of squeal­ing white chil­dren. It was no won­der he want­ed to go to Chi­na. It just

    sur­prised me he did not try to reach the moon.”




    “Was Hun Tup work­ing for Mar­co Po­lo?” Re­mo asked, try­ing to steer Chi­un back to the

    sub­ject. “I mean, was he a body­guard or some­thing?”




    “Re­al­ly, Re­mo. Now, that is an in­sult. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju does not work as a

    body­guard. This is work for thugs, beasts. Even a white man can be a body­guard. Per­haps even

    you could.”




    “Just ask­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “Hun Tup went along on the ex­pe­di­tion as the es­teemed guest of Mar­co Po­lo and his

    spon­sor, a pow­er­ful ruler of Venice, in whose ser­vice the Mas­ter had per­formed many

    valu­able deeds. As no one in Eu­rope knew where Chi­na– or, as it was then known, Cathay– was,

    Hun Tup agreed to show Mar­co Po­lo the way in ex­change for car­ry­ing the Mas­ter’s trunks of

    trib­ute from the Vene­tian ruler. There was much trib­ute. Emer­alds, di­amonds, fine ru­bies.

    All were to be de­liv­ered to Sinan­ju along with Hun Tup once Chi­na was ‘dis­cov­ered.’ By

    Mar­co Po­lo, that is. The Ko­re­ans had dis­cov­ered it long be­fore.”




    “Hm­mm,” Re­mo agreed. “The Japanese, too, I guess.”




    Chi­un’s eyes nar­rowed in­to flinty hazel slits. “They don’t count,” he said.




    “Okay, so Hun Tup led Mar­co Po­lo to Chi­na, and then Mar­co took the Mas­ter and his

    trib­ute from Italy back to Sinan­ju, and ev­ery­body lived hap­pi­ly ev­er af­ter, right?”




    “Wrong. When they reached Chi­na, the Eu­ro­peans were greet­ed by the Mon­gol con­queror

    Kublai Khan him­self. This up­start ap­peared to be a kind and gen­er­ous man, shar­ing with

    the ex­plor­ers the se­crets of gun­pow­der and silk. Po­lo him­self was hav­ing such a

    won­der­ful time that he stayed in Peking for twen­ty-​four years. He was white. It prob­ably

    took that long for him to get over his shock at see­ing peo­ple who bathed.”




    “Long time to wait for a ride home,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “It was worse than that. For de­spite their warm wel­come at the Chi­nese court, Hun Tup

    knew the Em­per­or Kublai Khan to be a de­ceit­ful, ly­ing thief– a man of no hon­or and in

    whom the truth was not to be found.”




    “What’d he do that was so ter­ri­ble?”




    “Him? Noth­ing. But his an­ces­tor, Genghis Khan, once used the ser­vices of a pre­vi­ous

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and weight­ed his trib­ute chest with bricks at the bot­tom to lessen the

    pay­ment. The de­scen­dants of such a man are not to be trust­ed,” Chi­un said with an air of

    in­jured dig­ni­ty. “There­fore, Hun Tup stole away in the night with his heavy trib­ute,

    be­fore the Chi­nese em­per­or could take it and de­prive the vil­lage of Sinan­ju of its

    lifeblood.”




    “Hun Tup sounds pret­ty para­noid,” Re­mo said.




    “He was cor­rect,” Chi­un snapped. “Kublai Khan’s sol­diers fol­lowed him, as he had feared,

    seek­ing to rob the Mas­ter of his rich­es. Deep in the hills of Chi­na, they am­bushed him.

    Hun Tup sent them all in­to the Void, of course, but he him­self was left with wounds which the

    fetid Chi­nese air, com­bined with the Mas­ter’s weak­ness from the long jour­ney, did noth­ing

    to cure.




    “At last he found him­self near a swamp, weary and with the knowl­edge of death close to his

    heart. He dropped the chest of trib­ute he had car­ried on his back for many days, cer­tain

    that he would nev­er live to see again his beloved shores of Sinan­ju.”




    “What hap­pened?” Re­mo asked, get­ting caught up in the sto­ry. “Did he die?”




    “Near­ly. He was found by a tribe of lep­ers who had been driv­en out of their

    com­mu­ni­ties and forced to live near the swamp. The lep­ers nursed him back to health,

    pro­tect­ed him and, when he was well, sent an es­cort of two of their num­ber to car­ry the

    trib­ute back to Sinan­ju.




    “Once back in his vil­lage, Hun Tup, who was in his tenth decade, charged his suc­ces­sor to

    move the lep­ers to a dry and com­fort­able place, away from the filth and stink of the

    Chi­nese swamp. Be­fore he died in his one hun­dred and four­teenth year, af­ter the lep­ers

    had all mi­grat­ed to the is­land of Molokai in Hawaii, he de­creed that all sub­se­quent

    Mas­ters were for­bid­den to kill the Molokai lep­ers, for by their kind­ness was the vil­lage

    of Sinan­ju spared a ter­ri­ble fate.”




    Re­mo smiled. “Nice, Chi­un,” he said. “Re­al­ly.”




    The old man flushed with pride. “There has been much beau­ti­ful Ung po­et­ry writ­ten about

    Hun Tup the Grate­ful.” Clos­ing his eyes, Chi­un swayed as he chant­ed Ko­re­an vers­es in a

    tune­less singsong.




    “The on­ly thing is, this is Flori­da. What are the Molokai lep­ers do­ing here?”




    Chi­un shrugged. “One can­not know the an­swers to all things at once. The boy will tell his

    chief about us. We will be brought to their vil­lage. Watch and lis­ten. All will be made clear

    in time.”




    “Wish they’d hur­ry up,” Re­mo said, but Chi­un was chant­ing again. Re­mo looked around at

    the trop­ical isle. Ex­cept for the qui­et men­ace of the birds, it was as close to heav­en as

    he’d ev­er seen. White and pur­ple or­chids, bead­ed with droplets of wa­ter from the fre­quent

    rains, hung del­icate­ly near ba­nana trees with their pen­du­lous bur­dens of fruit, and the

    ground was cov­ered with the fra­grant boughs of…




    Boughs? He looked again. The en­tire for­est floor seemed to be strewn with bro­ken twigs

    and leafy branch­es. He swept a small area clear. Be­neath the sand was some­thing hard and

    smooth… and black.




    “Tar,” he whis­pered. “Chi­un, come look at this.” The old Ori­en­tal stopped his singing

    and fol­lowed Re­mo in­to the for­est. “This is macadam,” Re­mo said, “it’s a road.”




    A few birds came along, their talons clack-​clack­ing against the sur­face. “What I can’t

    un­der­stand is, why would any­one build a road that leads di­rect­ly in­to the ocean?”




    Chi­un was look­ing up, to­ward the thick up­per growth of leaves on the trees. Too thick,

    Re­mo thought.




    “No­tice the pat­tern of the branch­es at the tops of the trees,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo did. The con­fig­ura­tion of the leaves was some­how out of place, the branch­es too

    thick. Then he saw it. A gleam­ing stump of white tree trunk, very high up, near­ly– but not

    quite– con­nect­ing with the branch­es over­head. He widened his pupils to see far­ther in­to

    the dense for­est. There were more trees in the same odd con­di­tion, their tops sawn off

    twen­ty feet above ground. All of the trees lin­ing the art­ful­ly con­cealed road had been

    cut.




    Pick­ing up a rock, Re­mo aimed it at a high branch run­ning di­rect­ly across the road­way

    be­neath. The rock struck. The branch fell to the road with a crash. Re­mo walked over to the

    felled branch to ex­am­ine it. Its base, like the tops of the trees along the road­way, had

    been cut clean­ly. Over­head, he saw the patch of sky the branch had ob­scured when in

    place.




    In place. That was it. “These trees are here for cam­ou­flage,” he said.




    “Ex­act­ly,” Chi­un agreed. “Some­one worked very care­ful­ly to con­ceal this road.”




    “It’s no road, Chi­un.” Re­mo swished away an­oth­er sec­tion of leaves and twigs of

    cov­er­ing the sticky pave­ment. “This is an airstrip. If my guess is right, the miss­ing F-24

    is some­where right on this is­land.”




    He was ex­plor­ing deep­er in­to the for­est when the dim shape of a hu­man fig­ure came

    in­to view out of the jun­gle mist. Re­mo stood still, near­ly mes­mer­ized by the sen­su­al,

    rhyth­mic walk of the girl. She was grace­ful and slim and moved with an in­ner still­ness and

    dig­ni­ty rare in young wom­en. Her black waist-​length hair swayed be­hind her as she walked,

    her legs as strong and mus­cled as the flanks of a jun­gle an­imal.




    Now brace your­self, Re­mo thought, an­tic­ipat­ing the wast­ed face that would in­evitably

    go with the per­fect body.




    He blinked when he saw it. The Poly­ne­sian face was flaw­less. Her com­plex­ion was creamy

    and sun-​bronzed, set­ting off two wing-​shaped dark eyes that twin­kled with in­tel­li­gence

    above the high, an­gu­lar planes of her cheek­bones. Be­low them rest­ed a straight nose with

    slight­ly flar­ing nos­trils and a full-​lipped mouth nat­ural­ly tint­ed the pink-​red of good

    health.




    “I am Ana,” the girl said, warm­ly but not smil­ing. She turned to Chi­un and bowed her head

    re­spect­ful­ly. “If you will fol­low me, Mas­ter, I will take you to our vil­lage.”




    Chi­un watched her but did not speak. She turned and re­traced her path through the for­est.

    As the three of them walked noise­less­ly over the un­der­brush, Re­mo took an­oth­er look at

    the con­cealed and ap­par­ent­ly new macadam sur­face.




    “Ex­cuse me,” he said, The girl stopped. “Do you know when that airstrip was built? And who

    built it?”




    The girl’s eyes seemed to glaze. She spoke soft­ly. “No one,” she said enig­mat­ical­ly. “No

    airstrip. No air­planes.”




    “Yes, there is. I saw it,” Re­mo per­sist­ed. “Right over there…”




    “No airstrip,” Ana re­peat­ed, and moved on.




    Re­mo sighed and fol­lowed her. She led them through a jun­gle par­adise of lush flow­er­ing

    green­ery and spills of cas­cad­ing wa­ter. Above, against the clear blue sky, mag­nif­icent

    par­rots and cock­atoos screeched and soared, show­ing off rain­bows of iri­des­cent

    col­or.




    “What is that noise?” Chi­un asked. Re­mo lis­tened. A mut­ed roar was com­ing from the

    east.




    “It is the sound from the place of per­fec­tion,” Ana said. “Would you like to see it?”




    Chi­un nod­ded. The girl veered away from the small path and took them up­hill through some

    dense growth as the noise grew loud­er. When at last they emerged, they were a few hun­dred

    feet from a breath­tak­ing wa­ter­fall. The cliff where it orginat­ed was of tremen­dous

    height, seem­ing to jut straight out of the sky, and the tor­rent of wa­ter spilling over it

    crashed like thun­der on­to huge boul­ders be­low.




    “The fall is near­ly two hun­dred feet,” the girl said.




    Chi­un smiled. “Beau­ti­ful,” he said.




    The girl’s volup­tuous lips turned up­ward at pleas­ing the old Ori­en­tal. “Yes,” she said.

    “Come. My broth­er, Timu, is wait­ing in the val­ley. He is the head of our vil­lage.”




    She es­cort­ed them back on­to the nar­row path, and they walked down­hill un­til they could

    see the thatched roofs and smok­ing fires from a small set­tle­ment ahead, in a clear­ing past

    the last stand of trees.




    “Are you sure these peo­ple are lep­ers?” Re­mo whis­pered to Chi­un in Ko­re­an. “I mean,

    the girl looks all right. Bet­ter than all right. She’s gor­geous. Maybe they’re just a bunch

    of cultists or some­thing…”




    But as they en­tered the clear­ing, Re­mo saw for him­self that Chi­un had been right.

    Wom­en with ba­bies, squat­ting over their cook­ing pots, young boys play­ing in the open, a

    clus­ter of old men ar­gu­ing with one an­oth­er– all stopped what­ev­er they were do­ing when

    the strangers en­tered.




    And all, down to the small­est child, were rav­aged and mu­ti­lat­ed with dis­ease.




    The girl took a few steps away from Re­mo and Chi­un, as if to po­si­tion her­self apart

    from them and with the dis­fig­ured mem­bers of her tribe. Odd­ly, the vil­lagers them­selves

    backed away when she neared them, moth­ers pulling their young be­hind them, but Ana did not

    ap­pear to no­tice. She opened her arms wide to Re­mo and Chi­un in the clas­sic ges­ture of

    hos­pi­tal­ity. But when she spoke, there was a ter­ri­ble irony in her words.




    “This is our home,” she said. “Wel­come to the Val­ley of the Damned.”


  




  

    Chapter Five




    Three men stood by a hut near the cen­ter of the vil­lage. Their bod­ies were cov­ered with

    ooz­ing le­sions, but the young man in the mid­dle was tall and fierce look­ing, some­how

    ma­jes­tic in his cor­rod­ed ug­li­ness. He spoke.




    “I am Timu, chief of my peo­ple. We wel­come you and your hon­ored son, O Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.”




    “I am Chi­un.” The old Ori­en­tal ap­proached the chief with a small bow. Timu re­turned it,

    then looked in­quir­ing­ly at Re­mo.




    “Re­mo. Nice place you’ve got here,” Re­mo said, try­ing to avoid star­ing at the

    dis­in­te­grat­ing faces of the lep­ers.




    “Tour son is not ac­cus­tomed to view­ing our sick­ness,” Timu said, with a trace of

    hu­mor.




    “He is not ac­cus­tomed to act­ing civ­ilized,” Chi­un said, toss­ing a beady glance to­ward

    Re­mo. He added, whis­per­ing, “He is white.” The chief nod­ded sage­ly. “I am hon­ored that

    you have re­mem­bered my an­ces­tor, Hun Tup,” Chi­un said.




    “We do not for­get those who have be­friend­ed us,” Timu said. “The fel­low­ship of

    suf­fer­ing has kept our leg­ends alive. The kind­ness of the Mas­ter Hun Tup in de­liv­er­ing

    my peo­ple from the swamps of Chi­na to the beau­ti­ful land of Molokai will be re­mem­bered

    for­ev­er. It was our Promised Land. On Molokai, there were fine clin­ics and doc­tors who

    helped us to lead good, long lives.”




    Re­mo was puz­zled. He looked at the grass huts hid­ing the dy­ing, their lin­ger­ing coughs

    from the dis­ease’s dam­age to their lungs ring­ing de­spair­ing­ly through the still air.

    There was no hos­pi­tal or clin­ic in sight. Small chil­dren walked around with limbs al­ready

    de­cayed or am­pu­tat­ed.




    “Ex­cuse me,” he said po­lite­ly, “but if Molokai had ev­ery­thing you need­ed, why are you

    all here, where there’s noth­ing to help you? There isn’t even a doc­tor here.”




    The chief ex­changed looks with his two cronies. Halt­ing­ly he said, “There is a doc­tor

    here. Al­so a– a med­ical fa­cil­ity.” As he spoke, the two old men flank­ing him stared at the

    ground. Timu bowed to Chi­un again. “Thank you, hon­ored Mas­ter, for your vis­it. But I must

    now ask you to leave, be­fore you are in dan­ger of con­tract­ing our dis­ease.”




    Chi­un smiled. “You wish us to leave, but not be­cause of your sick­ness. Even Hun Tup, in

    the thir­teenth cen­tu­ry, knew that lep­rosy is not con­ta­gious by air. It can on­ly be

    passed along through an open wound. We are in no dan­ger from you.”




    Timu looked abashed. “For­give me, O Mas­ter. I should have known you were the wis­est of

    men. But still, you must leave. There is dan­ger here. Not from us. But dan­ger.”




    “The birds,” Re­mo said.




    A low chat­ter rose from the vil­lagers. “No birds,” Timu said, his eyes hard.




    “They’re ev­ery­where,” Re­mo con­tin­ued. “Huge white seag­ulls. I’ve nev­er seen

    any­thing–“




    “No birds!” Timu snapped, cut­ting off the dis­cus­sion. He closed his eyes and sighed.

    “Please go,” he said qui­et­ly. “Go be­fore you learn too much. The Val­ley of the Damned is no

    place for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Quick­ly, be­fore the sun sets. It is for your own

    good.”




    Chi­un laid a hand on the chief’s shoul­der. “We will stay,” he said. “We will eat with you.

    We will spend the night here. To­mor­row we go.”




    A strick­en si­lence set­tled over the vil­lage. “Wait a minute,” Re­mo said in Ko­re­an.

    “Maybe we’d be bet­ter off in the hills. That way, if any­thing goes on–“




    “We stay here,” Chi­un said stub­born­ly.




    Ana, the girl who had brought them to the vil­lage, stepped for­ward. “I am not a lep­er. I

    will serve you your meals my­self. Af­ter­ward, you may have my hut to sleep in. You will be

    safe,” she said to Re­mo with dis­dain.




    To­ward night­fall they dined on fruit with the en­tire vil­lage, gath­ered in the

    clear­ing. The lep­ers danced, if halt­ing­ly, for their vis­itors, and sang an­cient songs,

    and re­count­ed old leg­ends for the ben­efit of their new friends. Amid the mu­sic and

    fes­tiv­ities, Re­mo was ashamed of the re­vul­sion he had first felt for the brave tribe.




    Ana must have sensed it. While the vil­lagers were clap­ping and singing, she clasped his

    hand briefly. “You un­der­stand al­ready,” she said.




    Timu shot her a ter­ri­ble look, and she quick­ly with­drew her hand. “Leave us,” the chief

    or­dered. In a mo­ment she was gone, dis­ap­peared in­to the brush.




    “Why’d you send her away?” Re­mo asked. “She wasn’t do­ing any­thing.”




    “My sis­ter is a strange girl,” the chief said al­most apolo­get­ical­ly. “Smart. She

    com­plet­ed a year of med­ical school be­fore join­ing us in our colony. She has been of great

    as­sis­tance to us. But do not touch her.” His eyes were fear­ful and des­per­ate.




    “I wasn’t go­ing to take her away.”




    “There are things I can­not ex­plain. But I warn you, do not be­friend Ana. Do not go near

    her. Nev­er. Do you un­der­stand?”




    Re­mo took a quick look over his shoul­der to the jun­gle, now qui­et, where the girl had

    run, then said, “Shove it.”




    “Si­lence, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. “Their ways are not your ways.”




    “I just wish I knew what the hell was go­ing on in this place,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    Sud­den­ly the dancers dis­band­ed in a fren­zy. Some­one point­ed to­ward a high clus­ter

    of rocks form­ing a dome in the dis­tance. Screams and hushed warn­ings rose up from the

    vil­lagers as they scram­bled to their feet, spilling the sweet fruit on the ground. Some ran

    in­to the rain for­est. Oth­ers took shel­ter in their rough huts.




    In­stinc­tive­ly Re­mo whirled around to see on all sides.




    “In here,” Timu com­mand­ed, ges­tur­ing to­ward his hut. Chi­un was al­ready be­ing

    ush­ered in­side.




    “Do as he says,” Chi­un hissed over his shoul­der. “Now, be­fore you are seen.”




    From in­side the hut, they watched a dou­ble line of six white sol­diers goose-​step­ping in

    a worn path from the thick bush­es near the gi­ant rock clus­ter.




    “Who are they?” Re­mo whis­pered.




    Timu didn’t an­swer. The cor­ners of his mouth curled down­ward in sad­ness and help­less

    rage. He turned his back and stood, his mus­cles taut, fac­ing the rear wall of the hut.




    Out­side, the out-​of-​place white sol­diers marched di­rect­ly to a small dwelling. A

    wom­an knelt at the door­way, her hands wrung to­geth­er, tears stream­ing down her face as she

    begged the sol­diers to leave. One of them shoved her out of the way with the heel of his boot

    and sent her sprawl­ing in­to the dirt.




    All six went in­to the hut. When they emerged, they were drag­ging with them an old man with

    half a face and one leg am­pu­tat­ed at the knee, The old man moaned in pain. The wom­an ly­ing

    in the dirt right­ed her­self to her knees and screamed af­ter them, “Let him die in peace, I

    beg you!”




    Re­mo start­ed out of the hut, but Chi­un caught his arm and re­strained him.




    The sol­diers rushed on, in­to the bush­es and to­ward the high-​domed rocks. Then all was

    si­lence again ex­cept for the sobs of the wom­an. Some vil­lagers walked cau­tious­ly out of

    their huts and led her away, try­ing to lend com­fort. Oth­ers picked up the de­bris of the

    ru­ined feast. Most re­mained hid­den in their huts.




    Timu moved slow­ly in­to the clear­ing and breathed deeply, as if to stop him­self from

    cry­ing aloud. He raised his face to the evening sky, al­ready be­gin­ning to dot with the

    sparks of south­ern stars. Af­ter a few mo­ments, he ad­dressed him­self with dig­ni­ty to

    Chi­un and Re­mo.




    “I am sor­ry you had to wit­ness this,” he said. “It was for this rea­son I asked you to

    leave be­fore sun­set. These things…” His voice caught, but he went on “… Hap­pen here

    some­times in the evenings.”




    “Yeah?” said Re­mo. “What ex­act­ly hap­pens here in the evenings? Where did they take the

    old man?”




    “To the clin­ic,” a wom­an’s voice be­hind him an­swered bit­ter­ly. It was Ana.




    Timu spoke. “I told you to go.”




    “Broth­er, these are my peo­ple too,” the girl plead­ed. “Day af­ter day, these mon­sters

    come to take us– to the clin­ic.” She spat out the word. “That’s a joke. No lep­er dies of

    lep­rosy on this is­land. It’s mur­der, Timu. They’re go­ing to kill us, all of us–“




    The chief slapped her. “You have said too much, Ana,” he said, ob­vi­ous­ly strug­gling to

    con­trol a deep fury. “Take our vis­itors to your hut and then be­gone. Do not re­turn un­til

    to­mor­row when we are again alone.”




    Rub­bing the red spot on her cheek where Timu had struck her, the girl nod­ded to Re­mo and

    Chi­un to fol­low her, then walked be­hind the chiefs hut to­ward the back of the vil­lage.




    “I think it’s time we got some an­swers around here,” Re­mo said to Chi­un.




    “I think it’s time we did what the chief re­quests un­til we have rea­son to do some­thing

    else,” Chi­un said.




    “And that old man that got dragged away? He’s not a rea­son?” said Re­mo.




    “If you were in­ter­est­ed in the old man, he would be a rea­son. But you are in­ter­est­ed

    in oth­er things,” Chi­un said. “Be­have your­self.”




    The young wom­an was ten yards ahead of them, march­ing along res­olute­ly. As they

    ap­proached a small hut set far away from the oth­er dwellings, she stopped and point­ed

    in­side. Re­mo stepped along­side her and touched her arm. She flinched, as if his hand were

    red hot.




    “Don’t,” she said, her voice at near-​pan­ic pitch.




    “I’m sor­ry,” Re­mo said. “I on­ly want­ed to tell you that we’d pre­fer to sleep out­side.

    I don’t want to put you out of your home.”




    “It is my broth­er’s wish,” she said even­ly.




    “Where will you stay?”




    She looked to­ward the cliffs in the cen­ter of the is­land. “I have a place.”


  




  

    Chapter Six




    The jun­gle chat­tered to life at night, buzzing with the drone of in­sects and the calls of

    the night birds. In its midst, silent as a stone, the vil­lage rest­ed.




    Chi­un sat in full lo­tus in the girl’s tidy, iso­lat­ed hut, fac­ing the wall. Re­mo lay on

    a grass mat, his eyes wide open and star­ing at the un­even thatch­ing of the roof.




    “There’s noth­ing here I un­der­stand,” he said. “First there’s a shipload of dead sailors

    and a miss­ing plane. Then there’s a con­cealed airstrip. So far, so good. Prob­ably some

    con­nec­tion there. But what do lep­ers have to do with the stealth bomber?”




    He wait­ed for an an­swer from Chi­un, got none, and went on: “And the birds. No­body talks

    about the birds. They freak out if you even men­tion birds around here. And then, out of the

    jun­gle, we’ve got a bunch of blond com­man­dos, and they grab an old guy with maybe a month,

    tops, to live, and dis­ap­pear with him in­to a pile of rocks. Rocks, Chi­un I saw them come

    out of the freak­ing boul­ders. Now, what’s that all about?”




    Again the old Ori­en­tal was silent.




    “And the girl. There’s a nut case for you. A per­fect­ly healthy, beau­ti­ful girl who can’t

    stand to be touched. A girl who lives with lep­ers…”




    He pon­dered for a mo­ment. The girl. She was re­al­ly the part that didn’t fit in. He

    sup­posed she could be on the is­land to give what help she could to her broth­er and his

    peo­ple, ex­cept that the lep­ers nev­er came near her. Even her hut was a dis­tance from the

    rest of the vil­lage. And Timu had warned– no, more than warned, com­mand­ed– Re­mo to stay

    away from her. It was as if she were the lep­er.




    And she had said mur­der. “It’s mur­der… They’re go­ing to kill all of us.”




    Who were “they?” Why were they go­ing to kill any­body?




    “The girl,” Re­mo said, sit­ting bolt up­right.




    Chi­un whirled to his feet with a snort. “What is wrong with you?” he screeched. “Do you not

    see I am try­ing to sleep?”




    “You were sit­ting up.”




    “I have to sprawl like a dead squir­rel in the street to sleep?” Chi­un de­mand­ed. “I am

    not a white man.”




    “You mean you didn’t hear any­thing I said?”




    “I heard enough to wake up, fool.”




    Re­mo paced. “It’s the girl. She’s the key. I know it.”




    “You know how to make noise, O loud­mouthed one.”




    “I’ve got to talk to her. I can’t let this just drag on,” Re­mo said.




    “Ap­par­ent­ly, you have to talk to any­one. Even sleep­ing per­sons.”




    “Sor­ry, Chi­un. Go back to sleep.”




    “Thank you. Most gra­cious.” He turned his back and float­ed to his mat again.




    This time Re­mo lis­tened for the old man’s breath­ing. When it was deep and even, he

    stepped silent­ly out of the hut in­to the jun­gle night.




    He guessed where she would be. Stalk­ing noise­less­ly through the thick brush, he climbed

    up the crag­gy hills to­ward the cliffs, guid­ed by the sound of the wa­ter­fall. When the roar

    was at its peak, when Re­mo stood at the top of the great white cas­cade shroud­ed in mist and

    dark­ness, he saw her.




    Ana slept a short dis­tance from the crest of the fall, be­neath the spread of an aca­cia

    tree. In the moon­light, she looked like a jun­gle flow­er– del­icate, wild, painful­ly

    beau­ti­ful.




    Re­mo knelt be­side her. “Ana,” he said soft­ly.




    The girl awoke with a soft flut­ter of dark lash­es. She looked at him, mo­men­tar­ily

    puz­zled, then smiled. “Hel­lo,” she said.




    He took pains not to come too near, re­mem­ber­ing her re­coil from his touch. “I hope I’m

    not fright­en­ing you,” he said.




    “You’re not. I’m not afraid. I couldn’t help what hap­pened… be­fore.”




    Re­mo nod­ded, al­though he didn’t un­der­stand. He just want­ed to take her along gen­tly,

    eas­ily, to draw out what he could from her. “Ana, I need to know some things about this place–

    the is­land, the val­ley. Will you help me?”




    Her smile van­ished. She low­ered her eyes.




    “Maybe I can do some­thing,” Re­mo of­fered. “No one seems very hap­py here.”




    She raised her head, and Re­mo saw tears in her eyes. “There can be no hap­pi­ness here,”

    she said. “This is not our home. This is on­ly our place of death.” She be­gan to sob.




    Re­mo watched her for a mo­ment. He didn’t want to touch her and scare her. Ten­ta­tive­ly,

    he held out his hand. To his sur­prise, the girl took it. She laughed bit­ter­ly through her

    tears. “You are not afraid of me, ei­ther, are you?”




    “No,” he said with some sur­prise. “Should I be?”




    She with­drew her hand. “You don’t know?” She took in the look of be­wil­der­ment on his

    face and an­swered her own ques­tion. “You re­al­ly don’t know any­thing about this place, do

    you?”




    “That’s why I came to you,” Re­mo said. “I want you to ex­plain some things to me. The

    airstrip, the birds–“




    She turned away sharply. Re­mo took her chin in his hand and brought her back to face him.

    “The birds,” he re­peat­ed. When she didn’t vol­un­teer, he went on. “Al­so those sol­diers who

    came out of nowhere.”




    “They were from the clin­ic,” she said dul­ly.




    “What clin­ic? I didn’t see any­thing like a hos­pi­tal here.”




    “In the rocks. Un­der­ground. The clin– the… the…”




    She clasped both hands to her head, her fea­tures con­tort­ed in pain, her knees pulled

    in­to her chest.




    “What’s the mat­ter?” Re­mo asked. He put an arm around her shoul­ders.




    “No. Oh, no, please…”




    “Lie down,” he said, try­ing to press her gen­tly to the ground.




    “Help me. Please help me. He’s killing me,” she gasped, her fin­gers reach­ing

    des­per­ate­ly for Re­mo.




    “Who? For God’s sake, Ana, tell me who!”




    She wound her arms tight­ly around his neck. “Don’t let it hap­pen,” she whis­pered, her

    eyes round and fright­ened. He held her. “Don’t let it… don’t let…”




    Then she screamed, a wild, tor­tured cry. “Zo­ran”




    She wrig­gled out of his arms with sur­pris­ing strength. “Zo­ran!” she called again. She

    looked back once at Re­mo with no trace of recog­ni­tion on her face, as if he had just

    ap­peared from an­oth­er plan­et. Then she raced away to­ward the vil­lage and the high-​domed

    clus­ter of rocks be­yond, re­peat­ing the strange name.




    “Zo­ran!” It echoed across the gorge in her wake.




    Re­mo looked down at his hands. They were still out­stretched from her em­brace.




    He knew from the sounds all around him that the vil­lage had awak­ened and come to him. The

    chief, Timu, was the first to ap­pear.




    “You have dis­obeyed me,” he said.




    “I just want­ed to talk to her,” Re­mo ex­plained.




    “You were not to go near her. It was for your own safe­ty. Now you have put your­self, the

    Mas­ter Chi­un, and all my peo­ple in ter­ri­ble dan­ger.”




    “How?” Re­mo asked.




    From the brush, Chi­un’s yel­low robe flashed in the moon­light. In a mo­ment he stood

    be­side the chief, his parch­ment face wrin­kled with an­noy­ance.




    Dawn was be­gin­ning to seep through the rain­trees, turn­ing the mist from the wa­ter­fall

    in­to swirling rain­bows. Timu broke the eerie si­lence among the gath­er­ing of men.




    “You must leave quick­ly,” he said to Chi­un. “Take the white boy away– far away– be­fore it

    is too late.”




    “Too late for what?” Re­mo asked.




    Timu still ad­dressed him­self to Chi­un. “For­give my sis­ter, Mas­ter. She can­not help

    her­self. Ana does not have con­trol of her own mind. Your son should not have spo­ken with

    her. He was warned.”




    “But where did she go? What hap­pened to her?” Re­mo asked.




    Timu kicked a stone on the ground. “She has gone to Zo­ran,” he said, the anger vis­ible in

    his mus­cles.




    “Ah,” Chi­un said. “The name the girl was call­ing. What is this Zo­ran?”




    “He is a man,” Timu said. “And more than a man. Zo­ran is he who con­trols all things. The

    threads of our lives are spun by Zo­ran. It is Zo­ran who mea­sures the length of that thread.

    And Zo­ran cuts it at his whim.”




    “I see,” said Re­mo, who didn’t see at all. “Where’s this Zo­ran come from?”




    “From hell,” Timu an­swered ve­he­ment­ly. “He is the dev­il, with the dev­il’s pow­er.”




    “The birds be­long to Zo­ran, don’t they?” Re­mo said.




    The chief nod­ded. “They are his weapons. The birds keep us here. When he needs to kill, he

    sends the birds. They re­turn bloat­ed, with the blood of my vil­lage in them.”




    Re­mo re­mem­bered the gi­ant gulls squat­ting on the is­land’s shore. “And the airstrip–

    that’s his too?”




    The chief looked at him, con­fused. “The road,” Re­mo ex­plained. “The road lead­ing to the

    ocean.”




    “Zo­ran gets all he wish­es. One day his men came from the sea with sacks and ma­chines.

    Soon the road was built. But no one used the road. His men or­dered us to cov­er it up. Then

    one day we were or­dered to un­cov­er it. As soon as we were fin­ished, a strange air­plane as

    fast as light­ning came up­on it, and we cov­ered the road again.”




    “What hap­pened to the plane?”




    Timu gazed down in­to the val­ley, where al­ready a swarm of uni­formed men was emerg­ing

    from the mouth of the rock clus­ter and mak­ing their way up­ward through the brush to­ward the

    cliff tops. “It is Zo­ran’s, gone for­ev­er to his cave with the white man who flew it.” Timu

    looked around ner­vous­ly. “Now you must go. Zo­ran’s men are com­ing. We will dis­tract

    them.”




    “What hap­pens to you if we es­cape?” Chi­un asked.




    “Do not be con­cerned, Mas­ter,” Timu said.




    “You know damned well what’ll hap­pen, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “But it doesn’t

    mat­ter. We’re not go­ing any­where any­way.”




    “No,” Timu said. “I for­bid you to stay. He will kill you.”




    “If Chi­un and I both leave, he’ll kill you.” The sol­diers were mov­ing quick­ly up the

    hills. It would be a mat­ter of sec­onds be­fore they spot­ted the tribe and its two vis­itors.

    Re­mo clasped Chi­un’s arm.




    “Lis­ten,” he said. “That plane’s here, and I’ve got to find out what’s go­ing on. But

    Smit­ty’s got to know now. Take the boat back to the main­land and tell him we found the

    plane.”




    “Call him your­self,” Chi­un said. “I do not use tele­phones. Why do I not stay and you

    go?”




    “Be­cause, dammit, you’re all in­volved with this tribe and some leg­end or some­thing, and

    the plane’s the on­ly thing that’s im­por­tant right now. That’s our con­tract, Chi­un. It’s

    what we’ve got to do.”




    Chi­un thought for a mo­ment. “I was grow­ing tired of this is­land any­way,” he said. “It

    is im­pos­si­ble to sleep here with all this noise.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo.




    “And you must let no harm come to these peo­ple. They are un­der my pro­tec­tion,” Chi­un

    said.




    “You’ve got it,” Re­mo said.




    In an in­stant, Chi­un was gone, with­out a sound, van­ished in­to the for­est, leav­ing not

    so much as a twist­ed twig to mark his path.




    When the sol­diers ar­rived, Re­mo was ready.




    To be cap­tured.




    To find out who Zo­ran was and where the stolen plane was.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    The stone wall of a tidy lit­tle house sur­round­ed by gera­ni­ums blew in­to frag­ments.

    The ceil­ing, col­laps­ing with the crash of roof beams, emit­ted a puff of white dust as if it

    were the cot­tage’s dy­ing sigh. From the wreck­age stepped a tall blonde wom­an, de­spair­ing

    yet proud, clutch­ing the life­less body of herin­fant.




    Caan snick­ered. The good part was com­ing next. He blinked and rubbed his red-​rimmed eyes

    as the fa­mil­iar “en­emy” faces, grotesque car­ica­tures of leer­ing, big-​nosed Amer­ican

    sol­diers, filled the white wall op­po­site his bed.




    “The de­struc­tion of a per­fect world,” he chant­ed along with the os­ten­si­bly

    grief-​strick­en an­nounc­er.




    The film snapped and the im­age dis­ap­peared, leav­ing on­ly a blank wall and the flap­ping

    of the bro­ken film in the pro­jec­tor. The noise didn’t mat­ter. Caan had not heard si­lence

    since ar­riv­ing in this place– this room, this bed. And the oth­er, the room it was best not

    to think about. Just a few days it had been, and al­ready his uni­verse had shrunk to two

    rooms.




    He rubbed the bristly stub­ble on his chin. It was more than shad­ow; this was the

    be­gin­ning of a beard, he thought idly, smack­ing his tongue against the roof of his mouth. He

    was so thirsty. God, and so tired.




    Was there to be no rest for him at all? Was it the An­gel’s price for pass­ing him over with

    its wings of death?




    Birds. Lep­ers. Crazy talk.




    He shook his head vi­olent­ly to clear it. He stared at the blank wall. Caan hadn’t

    re­al­ized till that mo­ment that the film wasn’t run­ning. How many times had he seen it? A

    hun­dred? A thou­sand? The dec­ima­tion of Aryan Ger­many at the hands of the world’s

    arch­fiend, Amer­ica, had flashed be­fore him in this room so of­ten that at times he was sure

    he was los­ing his mind.




    “Lieu­tenant Ju­nior Grade Richard A. Caan, U.S. Navy, 124258486,” he said in a loud voice,

    sit­ting up as straight as he could with the met­al straps hold­ing his an­kles to the bed.

    Name, rank, and se­ri­al num­ber. That was all he was obliged to give.




    But God, if he could just sleep! Maybe if he sneaked up on it, curled him­self in­to a

    po­si­tion where it didn’t seem as though he was ly­ing down… It didn’t work. As soon as his

    back touched the mat­tress, an elec­tric shock coursed through Caan’s body like an eel.




    He sat up. An in­vol­un­tary sob caught in his throat. Don’t, he warned him­self. Don’t let

    them break you.




    “Lieu­tenant Ju­nior Grade Richard A. Caan, U.S. Navy, 124258486,” he said again, his voice

    qua­ver­ing as the film in the pro­jec­tor flapped nois­ily near­by.




    “We know who you are,” a voice at the door said pleas­ant­ly in soft­ly ac­cent­ed En­glish.

    Caan looked up, even though he knew with cer­tain dread who it was.




    The door closed with a soft click. The lights came on, stab­bing Caan’s worn-​out eyes. The

    white man limped past Caan to the pro­jec­tor and shut it off.




    The White Man. That was what Caan had pri­vate­ly named the old lu­natic, since white was

    his most dis­tin­guish­ing ex­ter­nal char­ac­ter­is­tic. He was old, near­ly sev­en­ty, from

    the looks of him, with snow-​white hair, pow­der-​white skin, and a white lab­ora­to­ry coat

    sheath­ing his round bel­ly. He wore glass­es trimmed with thin gold rims. Be­hind them stared

    a pair of eyes as blue as sky and as cold as ice.




    “Where’s my plane?” Caan de­mand­ed, try­ing to sit up straight. His pos­ture would, he

    thought, lend more au­thor­ity to his words.




    “It’s near­by,” the White Man said. “You’ll see it be­fore long.”




    The door opened again, and two young sol­diers en­tered and walked briskly to Caan’s

    bed­side. As usu­al, one held Caan’s arms locked be­hind him while the oth­er un­fas­tened the

    an­kle straps.




    He didn’t re­sist. The rou­tine was too fa­mil­iar by now. The bed, the end­less, bloody

    movies on the wall, the white man, the sol­diers. And The Room.




    “Don’t take me,” Caan said in a small voice shak­ing with fear. “Please.”




    ‘The White Man smiled briefly, a crisp ac­knowl­edge­ment of his own suc­cess­ful ef­forts.

    Then he ges­tured to the two sol­diers.




    “Not the room,” Caan howled, the sound ut­ter­ly out of con­trol, half-​moan, half-​scream,

    with a hint of ques­tion in it. “I can’t go there…”




    The sol­diers dragged him from the bed.




    To The Room.




    In The Room, which was an op­er­at­ing room, a white bird flapped from its perch to light on

    the White Man’s shoul­der as Caan was be­ing strapped on­to one of the two flat met­al ta­bles

    there. The White Man stroked the gull, coo­ing lov­ing­ly, then turned to in­spect the tray of

    ar­cane sur­gi­cal in­stru­ments that had been wheeled to Caan’s side.




    “Thank you,” he said to the two sol­diers. He re­moved the bird from his shoul­der and

    hand­ed it to one of the men. With a nod, they left.




    Caan’s breath­ing quick­ened as the oth­er man snapped on a pair of rub­ber gloves with easy

    ex­per­tise.




    “You do not have to be here,” he said. “Just agree to per­form the mis­sion, and you’ll

    nev­er see this room again.”




    Caan blinked silent­ly. The White Man’s icy eyes moved clos­er, peer­ing at him from above

    the gold-​rimmed spec­ta­cles. “You will have ex­er­cise and good food and com­pan­ion­ship.

    Per­haps even a room with flow­ers where you can sleep. Wouldn’t you like to sleep, Mr. Caan?”

    he teased.




    “But…” Caan caught him­self blub­ber­ing, and stopped.




    The White Man bent over so­lic­itous­ly. “But what? Go ahead, speak. It will help us both to

    talk to­geth­er, don’t you think?”




    “The mis­sion,” Caan said.




    The White Man smiled, again on­ly with his lips. The cold eyes still bored in­to Caan’s.

    “That’s all,” he said with stud­ied pa­tience. “Just one flight. Be­fore the flight, you’ll be

    treat­ed with care and re­spect. Af­ter­ward, you will be free. You will nev­er have to re­turn

    here.”




    “But you’re ask­ing me to de­stroy my coun­try!” Caan screamed. “My coun­try.”




    The smile clicked off like a mech­anism. “You are a Jew,” the White Man said with loathing.

    “You have no coun­try.”




    There was no more talk. He picked up one of the met­al in­stru­ments, held it up to the

    light, and pressed it be­hind Caan’s ear. As the met­al touched flesh, a sin­gle im­age crossed

    Caan’s ter­ri­fied mind. A strange im­age, in­con­gru­ous un­der the cir­cum­stances: it was a

    mem­ory of his grand­moth­er sit­ting in the stuffed brown rock­ing chair in her liv­ing room,

    a cro­cheted an­ti­macas­sar be­hind her head.




    The pi­lot’s first scream echoed through the cave. As he weak­ened, they grew faint.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    Re­mo wait­ed in an iso­lat­ed cham­ber of the cave com­plex. Two or­ange vinyl set­tees

    were the on­ly fur­ni­ture. The rest of the room was bare ex­cept for the shelves lin­ing all

    four stone walls, fit­ted with Latin-​la­beled spec­imen jars con­tain­ing var­ious sorts of

    tis­sue. A soli­tary fin­ger, half eat­en by dis­ease, float­ed in one. Oth­ers held or­gans,

    hu­man em­bryos, and skin sam­ples. Some full limbs float­ed in cov­ered plas­tic vats, neat­ly

    la­beled and piled in a cor­ner. They bore lit­tle re­sem­blance to hu­man be­ings, but one

    thing was cer­tain: all the bod­ily parts lin­ing the shelves had once be­longed to

    lep­ers.




    He al­most dropped a jar filled with lung tis­sue when he heard the pi­lot’s scream. It came

    from some­where near­by, but the de­cep­tive echoes of the cave dis­persed the sound so that it

    seemed to come from ev­ery­where. Re­mo re­placed the jar and moved over to the win­dow, which

    had been chis­eled out of sol­id rock.




    No guards sur­round­ed the open­ing, and on­ly four iron bars sep­arat­ed the room from the

    rest of the val­ley. Be­yond, the lep­er vil­lage stood like a Na­tiv­ity tableau. A row of fat

    white birds perched on the sill out­side, placed and watch­ful.




    With a click the door opened and Ana stepped in­side. Her eyes were glassy and dreamy. They

    passed over Re­mo as if he weren’t there.




    “What hap­pened to you?” he asked.




    The girl sat prim­ly on one of the set­tees, straight-​backed and silent. She stared

    straight ahead.




    “Ana, you’ve got to talk to me. What’s go­ing on? Why’d you run away from me like that?”




    Her smile re­mind­ed Re­mo of the Mona Lisa’s, de­mure and faint­ly ques­tion­ing.




    “Don’t you even re­mem­ber me?”




    She shook her head slow­ly, her eyes nev­er quite meet­ing his.




    “Who’s Zo­ran?” he asked.




    Her brow fur­rowed.




    “Who’s Zo­ran?”




    She clapped her hands over her ears.




    “Who’s Zo­ran?” he re­peat­ed.




    “Stop!” she shrieked.




    The door opened qui­et­ly. Caan’s “white man,” the bird again perched on his shoul­der,

    en­tered. He was brisk and ef­fi­cient, pay­ing at­ten­tion on­ly to the girl. With a yank, he

    pulled her head back so that her ter­ri­fied eyes were on him. He passed a hand near her face

    sev­er­al times in a quick wave. She grew qui­et, her ex­pres­sion soft and lost.




    Af­ter a mo­ment, he stepped back and looked Re­mo up and down in cool ap­praisal. “I am

    Zo­ran,” he said. “Al­though knowl­edge of my iden­ti­ty will not be of much use to you.”




    “What have you done to her?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    Zo­ran chuck­led. “You Amer­icans have al­ways fan­cied your­selves heroes.” He walked to

    the far end of the room, picked up a spec­imen jar, and fon­dled it dis­tract­ed­ly. Ana here

    has told me that you are much re­spect­ed among her peo­ple.” He con­tin­ued to look at Re­mo

    for a mo­ment af­ter he spoke, then burst sud­den­ly in­to a bout of loud, coarse laugh­ter.

    “Her peo­ple. Lep­ers. The dregs of the hu­man race. Na­ture’s ir­repara­ble mis­takes, the

    dis­cards of evo­lu­tion. How does it feel to be king of the lep­ers?”




    Ana con­tin­ued to sit silent­ly, obliv­ious to what was be­ing said.




    “You the guy who did this?” Re­mo asked, sweep­ing his arm to in­di­cate a row of pick­led

    fe­tus­es.




    “Oh, they do have their us­es, I sup­pose,” Zo­ran said with chill­ing whim­sy. “The

    lep­ers, I mean.”




    “I can guess what use you have for them.”




    Zo­ran snapped to at­ten­tion. “My ex­per­iments are for the good of mankind,” he said

    hot­ly. “They al­ways have been. By us­ing as test cas­es an in­fe­ri­or group of hu­mans–

    hu­mans for whom the rest of hu­man­ity has no use– a sci­en­tist can fur­ther the world’s

    knowl­edge of the hu­man or­gan­ism and its pos­si­bil­ities by great bounds rather than by the

    slow inch­es of an­imal re­search and lab­ora­to­ry math­emat­ics. Do you un­der­stand me?” He

    dis­missed Re­mo with a flick of his wrist. “No, of course not.”




    “Don’t give your­self so much cred­it,” Re­mo said. “You’re not the first creep to try your

    so-​called ‘ex­per­iments’ on hu­man be­ings. The con­cen­tra­tion camps in World War Two were

    full of your kind.”




    “Their kind, you mean,” Zo­ran cor­rect­ed, point­ing to the spec­imen jars with a smile.

    “There are al­ways more lab­ora­to­ry rats than there are lab­ora­to­ry re­searchers.”




    The sight of the man dis­gust­ed Re­mo. He turned to the win­dow, where the birds crowd­ed

    one an­oth­er with shoves and an­gry squawks. One of them pecked vi­cious­ly at the bird next

    to it. It drew blood. The re­cip­ient of the blow flut­tered up­ward for a mo­ment, spray­ing

    dots of red over its glossy wing feath­ers, then swooped on­to its at­tack­er’s chest with

    talons like ra­zors. With its vic­tim screech­ing and jerk­ing be­neath it, the bird thrust its

    beak in­to the soft white neck and, in an in­stant of gory tri­umph, tore out its throat, still

    throb­bing with its heart­beat. The dead bird’s head rolled back, bathed in its own blood.




    Sud­den­ly it all made sense. “These birds killed the crew of the An­drew Jack­son,” Re­mo

    said flat­ly, know­ing it to be true.




    “Very per­cep­tive.” He stroked the feath­ers of the gull on his shoul­der. “Ac­tu­al­ly, it

    was the sim­plest sort of ge­net­ic en­gi­neer­ing. But you see, the lep­ers made it all

    pos­si­ble,” he said ex­pan­sive­ly. “An­oth­er gi­ant leap for mankind.” The half-​moon smile

    on his lips broad­ened.




    “You make me sick,” Re­mo said.




    Zo­ran shrugged. “All great men are mis­un­der­stood.”




    “What’d you do with the pi­lot?”




    “Caan? He is rest­ing in his bed, catch­ing up on his Amer­ican his­to­ry, I be­lieve.

    Rather a crash course.”




    At least Caan was still alive, if Zo­ran was telling the truth. “And the plane?”




    “Some­where, some­where.” He waved his arms as if the cap­ture of the F-24 were a sub­ject

    too triv­ial for dis­cus­sion. He strode over to Ana. “Now this,” he said, touch­ing the girl’s

    face with his stub­by fin­gers. “This is my finest case. Raise your arm, Ana.”




    Silent­ly, with­out chang­ing her va­cant ex­pres­sion, the girl obeyed. “She’s al­ways most

    sus­cep­ti­ble af­ter one of her at­tacks.”




    “At­tacks? You mean the scream­ing fit she went in­to in the moun­tains?”




    “Shhh.” His eyes fo­cused on the girl’s, Zo­ran plucked a long nee­dle from in­side one of

    the pock­ets of his lab coat and pushed it rough­ly through the girl’s arm.




    “What the hell…”




    It came clean­ly out the oth­er side. Zo­ran re­moved it, and the girl brought it back to

    rest on her lap, un­car­ing about the thin streams of blood ooz­ing from the wounds.




    “Any­thing is pos­si­ble,” Zo­ran said in a tone close to ec­sta­sy. “With enough time, I

    can do any­thing.”




    There was a brief, sharp knock at the door. It opened crisply, and a sol­dier walked to

    Zo­ran, whis­per­ing some­thing in his ear. He lis­tened, laughed, and looked with in­ter­est

    out the win­dow.




    He hand­ed the bird on his shoul­der to the sol­dier. “Get it out­side with­in ten

    sec­onds,” he said. He waved at Ana. “Take the girl, too. I’ve had enough of her for the

    mo­ment.”




    The guard rushed out, clutch­ing the bird in one hand like a time bomb, and the girl in the

    oth­er. “Ten,” Zo­ran said, look­ing in­tent­ly at his wrist­watch. He count­ed off the

    sec­onds. “Four, three, two, one.” He pressed a but­ton on the side of the watch.




    Out­side, the birds whipped in­to a fren­zy. Re­mo’s hear­ing, long trained to de­tect

    sounds the or­di­nary hu­man ear couldn’t per­ceive, picked up a shat­ter­ing ul­tra­son­ic

    fre­quen­cy.




    “What’s that for?” he asked, winc­ing.




    Zo­ran gazed at him with new ap­pre­ci­ation. “I’m sur­prised you could even hear it. You

    must be qui­et a re­mark­able spec­imen your­self,” he said. “The sound is meant for the

    birds.”




    From the win­dow Re­mo could see them fly­ing, squawk­ing wild­ly, in all di­rec­tions.




    “It has long been known that cer­tain aquat­ic mam­mals, par­tic­ular­ly the com­mon

    dol­phin, re­spond to a cer­tain sound fre­quen­cy by ex­hibit­ing un­usu­al­ly ac­tive and

    ag­gres­sive be­hav­ior. I sim­ply ap­plied the same prin­ci­ple to my ge­net­ical­ly en­larged

    gulls, test­ing them at each quar­ter-​tone past hu­man range be­fore I found ex­act­ly the

    right note. Voilà. My se­crets are ex­posed.” He cocked his head in a court­ly ges­ture.




    “Is that how you got them to at­tack the ship?”




    “Of course.”




    “How did you di­rect them to it?”




    He gave Re­mo a let’s-​not-​be-​sil­ly grin. “They fol­low the di­rec­tion of the sig­nal,”

    he said.




    “Where’s the sig­nal go­ing now?” Re­mo asked.




    Zo­ran’s coun­te­nance bright­ened. “Why, of course, to your friend, the old Ori­en­tal. My

    men saw him on shore, try­ing to es­cape.”




    “Good luck,” Re­mo said. “Your birds have as much chance against him as rain­drops do.” But

    from the vil­lage, he heard the screams of those who had got­ten in the birds’ path as they

    sped to­ward the shore­line. And Chi­un.




    “Do not be too sure. Some men aboard the ship, the An­drew Jack­son, tried to es­cape by

    go­ing over­board and un­der­wa­ter,” Zo­ran said. “The birds will wait. Even­tu­al­ly

    ev­ery­one must come up to the sur­face. When they do, the birds pluck out their eyes. The rest

    is easy. The old man is as good as dead.”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. Even Chi­un had to come up for air. Sup­pose Zo­ran were right and the

    birds were still wait­ing. Could even Chi­un?…




    “I think it’s about time some­body can­celed your reser­va­tion,” Re­mo said cold­ly.




    “It is too late for the old man. On­ly I can call the birds off.”




    “Then do it,” Re­mo said.




    Zo­ran shook his head. “I have wait­ed all these years for my mo­ment. Do you think even

    pain could de­flect me now from my course? Noth­ing can. On­ly you can save the old man’s

    life,” he said.




    “How?” Re­mo said.




    Zo­ran clapped his hands, and two uni­formed sol­diers en­tered the room.




    “You will go with my men,” he said.




    Re­mo nod­ded. “Call off the birds,” he said.




    Zo­ran held up his wrist­watch. He placed his in­dex fin­ger against the but­ton on the

    side. He nod­ded to his two guards, and they came up and took Re­mo’s arm and pulled him

    to­ward the door of the room.




    Re­mo’s back was to Zo­ran when sud­den­ly he felt the sharp ping of a nee­dle en­ter­ing

    his low­er back. Al­most in­stant­ly, his fine-​tuned sys­tem felt a drug cours­ing through his

    veins. He stag­gered slight­ly, but the guards held him up.




    As he was pass­ing in­to un­con­scious­ness, he heard Zo­ran cack­le be­hind him.




    “Fool,” the old man hissed. “There is no call­ing off my birds. The old Ori­en­tal is

    dead.”


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    Swift flows the day




    As the wa­ters of life




    Re­cede to­ward the Void.




    Thus chant­ed Chi­un, 102nd Mas­ter of the Glo­ri­ous House of Sinan­ju, as he en­tered the

    small boat. He looked up to­ward the pur­ple-​streaked sky of dawn. It was a per­fect morn­ing.

    Dew glis­tened on the lush jun­gle leaves of the is­land. Sand sparkled in the ris­ing sun. The

    fra­grant air was filled with bird songs. And he had just com­posed a verse of Ung po­et­ry

    be­fit­ting the Great First Mas­ter Wang him­self.




    “Swift flows the day,” he re­peat­ed, set­tling his robes around him. “As…” He frowned.

    “Swift flows the day as…”




    As what? He rowed a few yards. “As the day flows?” he asked aloud. His al­mond eyes

    nar­rowed. “Swift flows the day as…”




    En­raged, he jumped up and down in the boat, caus­ing it to rock pre­car­ious­ly. To for­get

    the finest ex­am­ple of Ung po­et­ry since Wang! To de­ny the pro­sa­ic world his flight of

    ge­nius!




    “Swift flows the day,” he bel­lowed, mak­ing it sound like a mor­tal threat. He was so

    pre­oc­cu­pied with his po­em that the first at­tack­ing bird al­most hit its tar­get.

    Shriek­ing, its wide wings brushed past Chi­un’s whirling body as the old man ducked, send­ing

    the bird crash­ing head­first in­to the sea.




    Sec­onds be­hind the lead bird flew a wedge of huge gulls, awe­some in their bat­tle

    for­ma­tion. Fol­low­ing the elec­tron­ic sig­nal, they swooped down­ward to­ward Chi­un like

    fight­er planes.




    Wa­ter. Some­thing about wa­ter, Chi­un thought dis­tract­ed­ly as the birds fair­ly

    whis­tled in their de­scent. “Swift flows the wa­ter…”




    When the birds were inch­es away from him, he dived. From be­neath the clear wa­ter, he saw

    the boat torn to frag­ments on the churn­ing sur­face as the crazed gulls went about their

    work. He slowed his heart­beat and pro­pelled him­self deep­er and far­ther out to sea.




    This was a world he had loved ev­er since he had first dis­cov­ered its se­crets near­ly

    eighty years ago off the frozen, rocky shores of Sinan­ju. It was a place of peace and vi­olent

    beau­ty, where tube­worms grew in clus­ters as big as glad­ioli, and moon­light-​col­ored crabs

    scut­tled for shel­ter as the great hunter fish searched out their first prey of the day.




    He low­ered his tem­per­ature to keep from get­ting cold in the icy depths. As a child of

    ten, he had re­mained un­der­wa­ter for sev­en hours, watch­ing, lis­ten­ing, fas­ci­nat­ed.

    The jour­ney to Key West was much short­er, less than an hour. Still, he smiled as he raced

    through the un­der­wa­ter king­dom, an un­ob­tru­sive vis­itor pass­ing through.




    He had spent so much time with Re­mo over the past ten years that he had all but for­got­ten

    the sim­ple plea­sures of his youth. With his ex­traor­di­nar­ily del­icate hands, he brushed

    the petals of a sea dan­de­lion and tick­led the pale un­der­bel­ly of a young blue whale. At

    his touch, the whale wig­gled slight­ly, en­joy­ing the sen­sa­tion.




    He would show this to Re­mo, he de­cid­ed. Some­day, when the boy was ready, when his anger

    and dis­ap­point­ment and im­pa­tience were spent, when Re­mo’s scars from his ear­li­er life

    had healed.




    Rocks loomed ahead, sig­nal­ing the far end of Flori­da’s mas­sive liv­ing reef, thick with

    un­der­wa­ter life. Halfway across the reef, a group of divers pad­dled cum­ber­some­ly, their

    met­al tanks bob­bing on their backs. One of them point­ed at Chi­un, a burst of bub­bles

    ris­ing from his open mouth. An­oth­er div­er flut­tered up­ward, his flip­pers wrig­gling

    fran­ti­cal­ly. Two more tried to swim to meet the an­cient Ko­re­an clad in his silk bro­cade

    ki­mono, but they were too slow. Chi­un was speed­ing to­ward shore faster than a

    bar­racu­da.




    When he emerged near Port Zachary Tay­lor, he looked back and saw a vast flight of birds

    head­ing back to­ward the lep­ers’ is­land. It was unim­por­tant. He had re­mem­bered the rest

    of the po­em.




    On land he found a tele­phone booth, lift­ed the re­ceiv­er to his ear, wait­ed for the

    op­er­ator. “Swift flows the day,” he be­gan, try­ing not to for­get the verse again. Noth­ing

    hap­pened.




    “This is the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” he yelled ir­ri­ta­bly in­to the mouth­piece. “Per­form

    your du­ty, or be smit­ten in­to noth­ing­ness.”




    A passer­by, an el­egant wom­an of mid­dle years, peered in dis­creet­ly. “Halt,” Chi­un

    com­mand­ed. The wom­an blushed, and her hand flut­tered to her chest. Chi­un stepped out and

    bowed po­lite­ly. “Most gra­cious la­dy, I wish to know the lo­ca­tion of an­oth­er tele­phone

    ma­chine. This one does not work, ex­act­ly like ev­ery­thing else in this lu­natic

    coun­try.”




    “Why, you have to put in a dime first,” the la­dy drawled in soft South­ern tones as she

    backed away from him.




    “A dime”?




    “Ten cents. Do you have a dime?”




    “I will not pay trib­ute to speak to a ser­vant,” he said stub­born­ly.




    “Trib­ute?”




    “Trib­ute. Rich­es earned by as­sas­si­nat­ing the en­emies of your gov­ern­ment.”




    The wom­an blanched. “Wh– what?”




    Chi­un beamed. “I am an as­sas­sin, madam. Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Per­haps you’ve

    heard of me.”




    “Go ahead, take my mon­ey,” she shrilled, thrust­ing her pock­et­book at Chi­un.




    He pushed it back to­ward her with a dep­re­cat­ing ges­ture. “Thank you, kind la­dy, but I

    have no use for a wom­an’s hand­bag. I wish on­ly to learn the where­abouts of a tele­phone

    ma­chine which does not re­quire trib­ute.”




    “But they all take a dime,” she said.




    Chi­un red­dened. “Foul ma­chines.” He rushed back in­side the booth, lift­ed the

    re­ceiv­er, and shout­ed, “Hear me, O low­ly ser­vant’s tool. Be warned your de­mand for

    trib­ute will not be met. Pre­pare to meet your doom.”




    He de­liv­ered a rock­ing blow to the ma­chine with the heel of his hand. It came so fast

    that the air in­side the booth com­pressed and shat­tered the glass of the booth. A

    two-​fin­ger punch sent the glass tin­kling to the earth in frag­ments. The wom­an out­side

    faint­ed. A third thrust, and the tele­phone sprang away from the wall as a stream of dimes

    poured from the coin re­turn like a Los Ve­gas slot ma­chine pay­ing off.




    Chi­un held his cupped hands be­neath the falling mon­ey. When they were full, he brought

    the coins to the wom­an, who was just com­ing to on the side­walk, plucked one dime from the

    top, and poured the rest in­to her lap. “Trib­ute,” he said debonair­ly. “For your as­sis­tance

    and gra­cious beau­ty.” He bowed again.




    As she poured the dimes in­to her purse and stag­gered away, still dazed, Chi­un made his

    way back to the splin­tered tele­phone. He in­sert­ed his dime, pressed the op­er­ator’s

    but­ton and de­mand­ed to be con­nect­ed with Em­per­or Smith at Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye,

    New York.




    Even­tu­al­ly, the lemo­ny voice an­swered, “Yes?”




    “Swift flows the day as the wa­ters of life re­cede to­ward the Void,” Chi­un said in his

    best or­ato­ry style.




    Af­ter some time, the voice on the oth­er end said, “I see.”




    “It is Ung po­et­ry. The finest since Wang.”




    “Hm­mm,” Smith said. “Chi­un, is it you?”




    Chi­un’s lips tight­ened in an­noy­ance. “Of course I am I, Em­per­or,” he said. “Who else

    would I be? Who else would call to sing your prais­es?”




    “Well, uh… may I ask why you’re call­ing on this line? Is Re­mo all right?”




    “Re­mo is Re­mo,” Chi­un said in­dif­fer­ent­ly. “He has re­mained with the lep­ers.”




    “The what?”




    “He is on an is­land of great white birds which at­tack like lo­custs. With a road that

    sends those up­on it in­to the depths of the sea.”




    Smith tal­lied this in­for­ma­tion. “Could you ex­plain that more clear­ly, please?”




    “What is to ex­plain?” Chi­un an­swered, al­ready be­gin­ning to feel the an­noy­ance that

    al­ways ac­com­pa­nied con­ver­sa­tion with Smith. He sighed. “Re­mo and I found the place

    where your air­plane may be. An is­land. It is in­hab­it­ed by lep­ers from the is­land of

    Molokai.”




    There was a sharp in­take of breath on the oth­er end. “Molokai?” Smith asked soft­ly. “Are

    you sure?”




    Chi­un sput­tered. “Of course I am sure. It is one of the chain of Hawai­ian is­lands.”




    “Did you see the plane there?”




    “How can one see un­der­ground?” Chi­un an­swered grouch­ily. “But there is a cave, guard­ed

    by sol­diers and birds.”




    “What kind of sol­diers?”




    “Who knows? White men. They all look the same.”




    “I see. Any­thing else?”




    “No. There was a mi­nor in­ci­dent, but sure­ly it does not war­rant your valu­able time,

    mighty Em­per­or Smith.”




    “I’d like to hear it any­way.”




    “It is of no con­se­quence. It con­cerns Re­mo.”




    “I’d like to hear it,” Smith re­peat­ed pa­tient­ly.




    Chi­un sighed. “Very well. As usu­al, my un­grate­ful pupil, in pur­suit of a wom­an,

    in­curred the wrath of the lead­er of the sol­diers, and has been mo­men­tar­ily de­tained on

    the is­land.”




    “Oh. Is that se­ri­ous? Can he es­cape?”




    “Of course he can es­cape. He is my pupil. He has re­mained of his own will, in or­der to

    speak with some­one called Zo­ran.”




    This time the si­lence was of some du­ra­tion. “Zo­ran?” Smith asked fi­nal­ly, his voice

    breath­less. In the back­ground, the Fol­croft com­put­ers be­gan to bleep and chat­ter.

    “Zo­ran?”




    “Yes, Zo­ran,” Chi­un said, shift­ing the phone from one ear to the oth­er. “Em­per­or, if

    you wish no oth­er ser­vice, I will con­tin­ue the in­signif­icant things which make up an old

    man’s life…”




    “Don’t move,” Smith com­mand­ed in a tone Chi­un had nev­er heard be­fore. “Where are

    you?”




    “I am speak­ing from a tele­phone in Flori­da,” Chi­un an­swered arch­ly.




    “Where? Key West?”




    “I be­lieve that is the place.”




    “Go to the naval base there and wait for me. Chi­un, are you lis­ten­ing?”




    “Yes,” he said, yawn­ing.




    “This is very im­por­tant. More im­por­tant than I can tell you. Please do as I say.”




    “Your wish is my com­mand, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly. “Nat­ural­ly, for

    my ex­tra ef­fort, I as­sume my hum­ble vil­lage of Sinan­ju will re­ceive fur­ther trib­ute

    be­yond our agreed fee.”




    “Well see. Wait for me.”




    “One mo­ment, Em­per­or. You see, I am an old man. I fear my pow­ers of re­call are not what

    they once were in the flow­er­ing of my youth. This is­land, it is so far and dif­fi­cult to

    find–“




    “Okay,” Smith said. “Ad­di­tion­al trib­ute.”




    “South by south­west, lat­itude eighty-​two de­grees by twen­ty-​four de­grees

    lon­gi­tude.”




    “Wait for me,” Smith said. “And once and for all, I am not an em­per­or.”




    “You are too mod­est, O gen­er­ous and il­lus­tri­ous one,” Chi­un said.




    He left the re­ceiv­er dan­gling from its cord and walked out in­to the street, won­der­ing.

    The crazy Em­per­or Smith was be­com­ing cra­zier ev­ery day. Was he ac­tu­al­ly seek­ing to go

    along on Re­mo’s mis­sion? A mid­dle-​aged white man with a busi­ness suit and a

    brief­case?




    He shrugged once and dis­missed it from his thoughts. If Smith felt like get­ting killed on

    a jun­gle is­land, that was his busi­ness. As long as the ex­tra trib­ute was paid in

    ad­vance.


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    LUST­BADEN, ZO­RAN




    B. 1912, BERLIN, GER­MANY




    B.S. UNIV. HEI­DEL­BERG, 1928




    M.D. HEI­DEL­BERG, 1932,




    SUM­MA CUM LAUDE




    OCC: PHYSI­CIAN (GE­NET­ICS)




    UN­MAR­RIED




    BACK­GROUND: PRE­CO­CIOUS GE­NETI­CIST RE­CRUIT­ED PER­SON­AL­LY BY ADOLF HITLER IN 1938 TO

    SERVE UN­DER JOSEF MEN­GELE AS AS­SIS­TANT FOR GE­NET­IC EX­PER­IMENTS WITH CON­CEN­TRA­TION

    CAMP IN­MATES AT AUSCHWITZ, PRESENT­LY WANT­ED BY WAR CRIMES COM­MIS­SION FOR DI­RECT

    PAR­TIC­IPA­TION IN TOR­TURE AND DEATH OF 40,000 PER­SONS AS RE­SULT OF EX­PER­IMENTS WITH

    PI­TU­ITARY MAL­FUNC­TIONS. SUB­JECT IS ADEPT WITH TECH­NIQUES OF HYP­NO­SIS. UN­VER­IFIED

    SIGHT­ING OF SUB­JECT 11/21/55, BUENOS AIRES, AR­GENTI­NA. UN­VER­IFIED SIGHT­ING OF SUB­JECT

    6/1/62, MOLOKAI, HAWAII. EX­TREME­LY DAN­GER­OUS. DE­TAILS IN CIA RE­PORT #36121055.




    The su­per­son­ic test plane that had tak­en Smith on as a pas­sen­ger by di­rect or­der of

    the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States screamed at 60,000 feet to­ward the Key West Naval

    Sta­tion.




    He fold­ed the print­out. He didn’t need to see file #36121055. He had writ­ten it.




    Molokai, 1962. It was one of his last as­sign­ments for the CIA, and he had failed then, as

    he had failed in Buenos Aires in ‘55. Lust­baden had elud­ed him all his pro­fes­sion­al

    ca­reer.




    But Zo­ran Lust­baden had had help. SPI­DER, the net­work of Nazi of­fi­cers or­ga­nized

    just be­fore the end of the war to aid their mem­bers in es­cap­ing jus­tice for their crimes,

    had ev­ery­thing: mon­ey si­phoned from the Third Re­ich’s re­main­ing funds af­ter Hitler’s

    death, es­cape routes through Eu­rope and South Amer­ica and the lit­tle-​known, prac­ti­cal­ly

    un­ex­plorable is­lands of the Pa­cif­ic, and bod­ies– young, se­cret re­cruits from all over

    the west­ern world who had been brain­washed in­to be­liev­ing Hitler’s ide­al of Aryan

    suprema­cy. These young men will­ing­ly left their homes, jobs, and fam­ilies to serve

    SPI­DER’s ex­iled lead­ers as body­guards, drivers, ser­vants, con­sul­tants, and, when

    nece­sary, sol­diers.




    SPI­DER’s chain was un­break­able. For thir­ty-​six years it had pro­tect­ed Josef Men­gele

    him­self, the white-​gloved “An­gel of Death” whose ex­per­iments with chil­dren at Auschwitz

    had caused the world to wail in hor­ror and grief. And Men­gele’s face was well known,

    pho­tographed of­ten and reprint­ed in pub­li­ca­tions from Berlin to Shang­hai.




    Zo­ran Lust­baden, Men­gele’s as­sis­tant, was less vis­ible. Or per­haps just smarter.

    Con­spic­uous in the Nazi ranks for his mod­esty among a group of of­fi­cers fa­mous the world

    over for their ar­ro­gance, Lust­baden al­ways de­clined to be pho­tographed, even on state

    oc­ca­sions. Like­wise, his name was rarely men­tioned in Men­gele’s nu­mer­ous re­ports to

    Hitler and Goebbels. He had no wife and no chil­dren to write to, no one Smith could use as

    lever­age against him. Lust­baden was the per­fect SPI­DER pro­tégé: No ties, no records, no

    one to re­mem­ber him.




    No one but the few con­cen­tra­tion camp sur­vivors who still car­ried scars from the wounds

    Zo­ran Lust­baden had in­flict­ed.




    Smith opened his brief­case, placed the com­put­er print­out in­side, and ex­tract­ed a

    yel­lowed print of a pho­to­graph tak­en near­ly fifty years be­fore. It was a blowup of one

    face in a group por­trait of the 1932 grad­uat­ing class of the Hei­del­berg Uni­ver­si­ty

    Med­ical School.




    The face was that of a boy. The young ge­nius Lust­baden had been on­ly twen­ty when it was

    tak­en. He had stood, with typ­ical self-​ef­face­ment, at the far edge of the group, his face

    dark­ened by shad­ows and turned slight­ly in­ward to­ward the rest of the class, so that he

    was in three-​quar­ter pro­file.




    Still, it was a face Smith had stamped in­deli­bly in­to his brain: the pale, cold eyes,

    eeri­ly translu­cent in the grainy black and white pho­to­graph, the stoop­ing shoul­ders, the

    stocky body al­ready go­ing to fat, the sly half-​curve of the mouth. A man who smiled with­out

    his eyes.




    The Prince of Hell.




    That was how Lust­baden was known at Auschwitz, where his vic­tims, con­vuls­ing from his

    in­jec­tions in­to the glands in their throats, watched the cold eyes and the half-​moon smile

    as they lis­tened, in the spaces be­tween their own screams, to his sooth­ing lies.




    Smith closed his eyes. They burned from fa­tigue. Ex­cept for a few scat­tered mo­ments on

    the so­fa in his of­fice, he had not slept in two days. CURE was be­com­ing so big, so

    com­plex. The small se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion that had been formed to de­ter crime had be­come a

    mas­sive re­spon­si­bil­ity. Even with a hu­man weapon like Re­mo at his dis­pos­al, Smith

    need­ed the skill of a ma­gi­cian, the pa­tience of a monk, and a brain as tire­less as the

    com­put­ers at Fol­croft to get through each day. There was sim­ply too much crime, and Smith

    was feel­ing his age. Tasks that had once seemed ef­fort­less were be­com­ing mon­umen­tal­ly

    dif­fi­cult, and his re­flex­es were slow­ing.




    He had pos­sessed en­vi­able re­flex­es once. Not like Re­mo’s, of course, but as good as

    those of any man in the OSS, which had its share of good men. In the blur­ry red im­ages of

    nearsleep, Smith saw him­self run­ning, run­ning through the gut­ted, Nazi-​in­fest­ed streets

    of War­saw in Jan­uary of 1943, with the twang of bul­lets at his back and the acrid smell of

    spent gun­fire all around him. His cov­er had been blown sky high in the mid­dle of a del­icate

    ma­neu­ver with a group of Pol­ish Re­sis­tance fight­ers.




    One of them had been work­ing for the Nazis all along. By the time Smith found out about it,

    ev­ery mem­ber of the tough lit­tle group had been killed, and the SS was clos­ing in on him

    fast.




    It had been pure chance that had brought him to the dead-​end al­ley strewn with the

    clothes­lines and garbage of the poor. A wall stood– in­ex­pli­ca­bly, he re­mem­bered

    think­ing– at the far end of the al­ley. The gun­shots at its open end were too close for

    es­cape. There was nowhere to go.




    Above him, a wiry, small man in black trousers and a ragged over­coat, with a face like so

    many Poles in those days– thin, creased, bear­ing a per­ma­nent ex­pres­sion of crush­ing

    anx­iety– sat smok­ing on the fire es­cape of a crum­bling brick build­ing. With­out a word,

    Smith had held his hand up to him. The man saw the ges­ture, stood up, and walked in­to the

    build­ing.




    It was Smith’s last, des­per­ate card, and he had drawn a jok­er. There was noth­ing left to

    do but wait for the Luger that would fire the first shot at him. And hope that first shot

    killed him.




    Then, out of the sky, a rope fell with­in inch­es of him. The man on the fire es­cape, his

    han­drolled cigarette dan­gling from his mouth, was ty­ing his end around his waist. When he

    was done, he clasped the rope with his pow­er­ful, slen­der hands and nod­ded to Smith.




    The man moved with the calm swift­ness of one who’d grown ac­cus­tomed to the ne­ces­si­ties

    of war. He helped Smith over the land­ing and pushed him in­to the build­ing while he yanked up

    the rope with ease.




    In­side the shab­by apart­ment, a wom­an and three chil­dren, a teenage girl and twin boys

    around six years of age, ac­cept­ed him with­out ques­tion, even though he was not in uni­form

    and had not spo­ken a word. The wom­an wrapped a blan­ket around him. Till then, Smith hadn’t

    even re­al­ized he was cold.




    Once safe in the shad­ows of the dark apart­ment, how­ev­er, he al­lowed him­self to

    shiv­er. The wom­an ad­just­ed the thread­bare blan­ket around him more tight­ly and gave him a

    moth­er­ly smile at the end of her min­is­tra­tions. Like her hus­band, she was thin, but Smith

    could see from the ex­cess skin around her face and neck that thin­ness was not her prop­er

    state. In bet­ter times she would have been one of those wom­en who com­plain good-​na­tured­ly

    about need­ing to go on a di­et while serv­ing plat­ters heaped with piroghi and halup­ki.




    The girl, a breath­tak­ing beau­ty even at her young age, with blonde hair and enor­mous

    sea­green eyes, brought him soup. Smith re­fused it, guess­ing it was all they had, but the

    moth­er in­sist­ed. He drank it grate­ful­ly and, af­ter­ward, slept.




    He awoke in a cold sweat, un­cer­tain for the mo­ment where he was, con­fused by the

    dark­ness of the tiny apart­ment. He must have cried out in his sleep be­cause, as soon as his

    pan­ic sub­sid­ed, he no­ticed the man’s arm on his.




    “Who­ev­er you are, you are safe,” the man said in Pol­ish.




    “Why did you help me?” Smith asked.




    “Be­cause the Nazis were af­ter you.”




    “Is that why you used a rope?”




    The man nod­ded. “I do not trust the neigh­bors on the ground floor.”




    “Do you be­long to the Re­sis­tance?” Smith asked.




    The man looked Smith square­ly in the eye. “We are Jews,” he said.




    Smith stayed with them– their fam­ily name was Jev­se­var– for five days. Dur­ing the day,

    Di­mi, the man who had saved his life, and Smith, dis­guised in Di­mi’s rags and passed off to

    fam­ily ac­quain­tances as a vis­it­ing cousin, went for­ag­ing for food among the few shops

    still op­er­at­ing in the city.




    Di­mi ex­pressed his ad­mi­ra­tion for Smith’s abil­ities as a thief. Smith him­self was not

    par­tic­ular­ly proud of steal­ing, for what­ev­er rea­son, and in lat­er years would nev­er

    men­tion the episode to any­one, not even his wife.




    At night, the Jev­se­vars amused them­selves with sto­ries while Smith pored over maps,

    seek­ing an es­cape route out of Poland for him­self and the Jev­se­vars.




    On the sixth day the Nazis came.




    Their un­mis­tak­able foot­steps pound­ed up the rick­ety stari­way. The beat­ing at the

    door be­gan. Di­mi shoved Smith out the fire es­cape and up on­to the roof.




    “Run,” he said. “Over the rooftops, to­ward the riv­er. Most of the build­ings are

    aban­doned there.”




    “Get your fam­ily. Well all go.”




    Di­mi shook his head. “My boys are too young, and He­le­na is not strong. My place is with

    them. Hur­ry.”




    Smith watched the wiry man with the strong hands walk back to the fire es­cape. “Thank you,”

    he said. He nev­er knew af­ter­ward if Di­mi had heard him or not.




    The Jev­se­vars were tak­en to Auschwitz. From his post as an OSS strate­gist in Lon­don

    over two years lat­er, Smith was able to book pas­sage on an army con­voy head­ed for Poland

    amid the Al­lied vic­to­ry cel­ebra­tions. Af­ter weeks of false leads, he fi­nal­ly tracked

    down Di­mi Jev­se­var in a seamy room­ing house out­side the town of Piekielko.




    He was still wiry, but his calm strength had been re­placed by a haunt­ed empti­ness. His

    hands trem­bled, and he had dif­fi­cul­ty re­mem­ber­ing. He knew Smith, but had for­got­ten

    the cir­cum­stances, mis­tak­ing him for a dis­tant rel­ative. His hair had turned white.




    Di­mi’s fam­ily was gone. The twin boys were the first to die, cour­tesy of Men­gele’s and

    Lust­baden’s ex­per­iments with chro­mo­so­mal al­ter­ation. His wife, He­le­na, nei­ther

    healthy nor par­tic­ular­ly beau­ti­ful, out­lived her use­ful­ness short­ly af­ter­ward. She

    was claimed by the gas cham­bers. The girl with the sea-​green eyes, Di­mi’s daugh­ter, was

    used as Zo­ran’s pri­vate pros­ti­tute un­til she took her own life with a jagged piece of a

    dis­card­ed liquor bot­tle across her wrists.




    There was noth­ing left. A trace in Buenos Aires… too late. SPI­DER had reached Lust­baden

    be­fore Smith. A whis­per near the lep­er colony at Molokai sev­en years lat­er… He was gone,

    fled with a group of pa­tients from the colony and his SPI­DER corps.




    And then, for twen­ty years, noth­ing. The Prince of Hell had van­ished.




    Smith awoke with a start, sur­prised to hear the roar of jet en­gines. His fin­gers had

    plas­tered them­selves to the pho­to­graph on his lap, and when he re­moved them, they left

    prints over Lust­baden’s half-​moon smile.




    I have known you for too long, Smith thought, look­ing at the pic­ture and see­ing on­ly the

    face of pure evil.




    The search would end soon. One of them was go­ing to die.




    He opened his brief­case, ar­ranged its con­tents, and set the pho­to­graph care­ful­ly

    in­side.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    And so it came to pass that the el­der­ly Chi­un, re­gard­ed by his em­ploy­er as a bizarre,

    if com­pe­tent, ad­junct to the en­forcer arm of CURE, and Harold W. Smith, no­table among his

    em­ploy­ees as the most bor­ing man in the world, set out to­geth­er for the Val­ley of the

    Damned.




    Smith had com­man­deered a Navy speed­boat, and was at the helm. As usu­al, the two men had

    lit­tle to say to each oth­er, since both de­spised small talk. Smith steered the ves­sel

    to­ward the is­land, fol­low­ing Chi­un’s terse di­rec­tions. Chi­un rev­eled silent­ly in the

    ex­hil­arat­ing wind that shot in­to their faces in the open boat.




    Lock­ing his brief­case in a wa­ter­tight com­part­ment, Smith moored the craft at a

    de­sert­ed, rocky spot some dis­tance from the con­cealed path. Care­ful not to dis­turb the

    birds gath­ered there, they made their way through the jun­gle brush to the airstrip.




    “We think it is here that Zo­ran brought your miss­ing air­plane,” Chi­un said.




    “I see,” Smith an­swered non­com­mi­tal­ly.




    Chi­un yawned and moved on. Noth­ing in­ter­est­ed Smith. Noth­ing. Chi­un vowed he would

    write an Ung po­em about Smith one day, if he could keep from falling asleep while com­pos­ing

    it.




    The res­idents of the val­ley were hold­ing some sort of cer­emo­ny. As far dis­tant as the

    shore, Smith and Chi­un could hear the trib­al chant of the whole vil­lage.




    Timu, garbed in cer­emo­ni­al robes and a high feath­er head­dress, looked at the two men in

    sur­prise when they ap­proached.




    “Mas­ter,” he said, bow­ing low to Chi­un. “You live. We were cer­tain the birds had killed

    you– with these oth­ers.” He ges­tured to­ward a stack of long ob­jects the size of hu­man

    be­ings, swathed in black cloth.




    “These are your dead?” Smith asked.




    The chief eyed him sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “He is the Em­per­or of my son’s tribe,” Chi­un whis­pered to the chief. “He brings no

    harm.”




    Solemn­ly Timu bowed to Smith. He raised a carved wood­en staff. The vil­lagers, chant­ing

    in front of their huts, moved slow­ly to­ward the pile and picked up the black-​draped

    bun­dles.




    “These rep­re­sent our dead,” Timu ex­plained. “They are on­ly sticks wrapped in cloth. We

    are not per­mit­ted to keep the bod­ies of our mur­dered peo­ple.” His mouth curved down

    bit­ter­ly. “Zo­ran needs the corpses for his own pur­pos­es.




    The vil­lagers formed a dou­ble-​cir­cle, chant­ing as they car­ried the ef­fi­gies high

    over their heads.




    “How were they mur­dered?” Smith asked.




    “The birds,” Timu said weari­ly. “Again,” He turned to Chi­un. “We thought you were among

    our loss­es to­day. Por­tions of your boat were found, smashed to pieces.”




    Timu shout­ed some­thing in an an­cient Hawai­ian di­alect, and an old man stepped out of

    the dou­ble-​cir­cle of mourn­ers. He was car­ry­ing a black-​shroud­ed ef­fi­gy set apart from

    the oth­ers by a gold stripe. “This was your ef­fi­gy, O Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I am pleased to

    re­move it from our fu­ner­al.” He un­wrapped the black cloth slow­ly and scat­tered the sticks

    on the ground. “You were brave and kind to re­turn to us.”




    “We wish to help you,” Chi­un said. “On­ly you must no longer be afraid to tell us the

    truth.”




    Timu looked at the vil­lagers, help­less­ly griev­ing over their fam­ilies and neigh­bors.

    In the dis­tance, be­neath the high-​domed rocks, the bod­ies of those dead were await­ing

    Zo­ran’s mu­ti­la­tion. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s own son was some­where in that cave,

    pos­si­bly al­ready un­der Zo­ran’s knife with the oth­ers.




    “I will tell you all I know,” Timu said.




    The fu­ner­al end­ed, the chief led them to his hut. At the door­way, he said, “We can speak

    here– out­side– if you wish.”




    “I am not fright­ened of your ail­ment,” Smith said.




    They went in­side. Timu gave Chi­un the place of hon­or, fac­ing the nar­row door­way, with

    Smith to his right. He be­gan slow­ly, as if he had re­hearsed the telling of his sto­ry many

    times over the years.




    “He was al­ways called Zo­ran, noth­ing more. He is a doc­tor, al­though he does not wish to

    be ad­dressed that way.”




    Smith felt his heart quick­en. “A Ger­man?” he asked. It was the same man. It had to be.




    “A for­eign­er,” the chief said. “He came to Molokai, where my peo­ple lived, many years

    ago. He did not prac­tice at the main hos­pi­tal, but in his own clin­ic, where he ac­cept­ed

    on­ly the worst cas­es– those the hos­pi­tal could no longer treat. He made mirac­ulous cures.

    Dy­ing men who could hard­ly breathe walked with ease un­der his care. Wom­en whose bod­ies had

    been dam­aged be­yond re­pair by sick­ness were able to bear chil­dren. We looked on him as a

    god.”




    Smith nod­ded. There was no doubt that Zo­ran Lust­baden had a bril­liant med­ical mind.

    Josef Men­gele him­self had said as much in one of his rare ref­er­ences to his

    as­so­ciate.




    “While my sis­ter Ana went to col­lege, she worked in Zo­ran’s clin­ic. She con­tin­ued

    af­ter she be­gan med­ical school. He was her hero in those days,” the chief said rue­ful­ly.

    “It was her dream to be­come like him, to take over his clin­ic af­ter he died. Then– the

    thing– hap­pened. The ter­ri­ble event.” Timu squeezed his eyes shut as he strug­gled with his

    emo­tions.




    Chi­un laid a del­icate hand on the chiefs arm. “Try to tell us ev­ery­thing,” he said. “It

    will help.”




    “Please,” Smith urged.




    Timu swal­lowed. “Yes. It is nec­es­sary,” he said grim­ly. He steeled him­self with a deep

    breath. “One day while she was walk­ing to the clin­ic, she was vi­olat­ed by a group of men.

    She was raped and beat­en al­most to death. Zo­ran him­self found her and took her to his

    clin­ic. It was weeks be­fore she re­gained con­scious­ness. Since she was cov­ered with cuts,

    he iso­lat­ed her from us un­til she was com­plete­ly healed, to pro­tect her from the

    con­tam­ina­tion of lep­rosy. We did not see her for six months.”




    “Who did this to her?” Smith asked.




    “She did not re­mem­ber. She still does not re­mem­ber. Not a face, noth­ing. On­ly that

    there were many men.”




    He shook his head. “Af­ter that, she was changed. She nev­er left the colony again, and

    could no longer work at the clin­ic. She chose to live as a lep­er, as far away from the

    out­side world as pos­si­ble.”




    Chi­un said, “It is a sad sto­ry. But how did you come to leave Molokai for this

    god­for­sak­en place?”




    “It was for Ana,” the chief said. “You see, af­ter her wounds were healed, Zo­ran

    con­tin­ued to treat her in her mind.”




    “Hyp­no­sis,” Smith said. It was one of Lust­baden’s spe­cial­ties.




    “He said it was to help her re­cov­er from the shock, but lat­er Ana told me in pri­vate

    that he used the ses­sions to per­form shame­ful acts on her.”




    Smith felt a wave of dis­gust. He re­mem­bered Di­mi’s beau­ti­ful daugh­ter, used by

    Lust­baden un­til the day she killed her­self with a bro­ken bot­tle.




    “But he had her mind,” Timu cried out. “He had words that brought the rape on the road back

    to her. He had her trained to re­mem­ber the pain and fear when­ev­er she re­fused to do his

    will.” He clasped Chi­un’s hand. “That was why I told your son not to be­friend Ana. Zo­ran’s

    pow­er over her is such that she can­not even feel friend­ship to­ward an­oth­er with­out

    re­liv­ing ev­ery ter­ri­ble mo­ment of that day on the road.”




    “Odd,” was all Smith had to say.




    “The vil­lagers stay away from her. They must, al­though they love her as I do. Many have

    gone to their deaths for be­friend­ing Ana. The pain comes to her, and it con­trols her. On­ly

    Zo­ran can stop it then. She goes to him. Zo­ran has twist­ed her so that she be­longs to him,

    not with her heart, but with the ter­ror in her mind.”




    “I un­der­stand,” Chi­un said. “So when Zo­ran left Molokai, Ana had to go with him. But why

    did you and your peo­ple fol­low him al­so? You could have stayed in Hawaii, where you could

    live com­fort­ably.”




    “He would not take her with­out us. He said she would suf­fer un­til she died of the pain.

    Fifty lep­ers of all ages, he de­mand­ed. It was up to me to con­vince them to come.” He spoke

    to the ground. “My peo­ple were sold in­to slav­ery by their chief, be­cause they trust­ed

    me.”




    Timu’s face was streaked with silent tears. Smith cleared his throat.




    “Zo­ran promised us the best care,” the chief went on. “Medicines, schools, hos­pi­tals,

    homes. I did not know it was all a lie. He said he would find a cure for us.”




    “What about Ana?” Chi­un said. “She said he was a liar.”




    Timu hung his head. “Zo­ran is a man of strong will and pol­ished words. He told me that

    Ana’s ac­cu­sa­tions against him were false, that she was crazy. For a time I be­lieved him. Or

    per­haps I on­ly want­ed to be­lieve him, in or­der to save my sis­ter.




    “We came here by sea, in the hold of a fish­ing boat. It was a long jour­ney. Zo­ran kept us

    alive with drugs from his clin­ic, but we were not per­mit­ted on the deck with him and the

    crew. The air was heavy and stink­ing. We were treat­ed like cat­tle. The fifty cho­sen ones,”

    he said with a bit­ter smile.




    “You men­tioned words,” Smith said. “Words Zo­ran used to bring on your sis­ter’s at­tacks.

    Can you re­mem­ber what they were?”




    “For­eign words,” the chief said dul­ly.




    The sound of a sti­fled sob very near the hut brought Smith to his feet.




    Chi­un looked out the small door­way. A flash of red cloth, a tan leg dis­ap­peared in­to

    the rain for­est.




    “What was that?” Smith asked.




    “The girl, Ana. She heard us.”




    The chief placed his head in his hands. “She has gone to the wa­ter­fall,” he said. “She

    seeks com­fort there. If on­ly she could come to us. But Ana must re­main ei­ther alone at the

    wa­ter­fall, or out of her head in Zo­ran’s cave.”




    Smith con­sid­ered for a mo­ment. “Is she fa­mil­iar with the in­te­ri­or of the cave?” he

    asked.




    “Com­plete­ly. When Zo­ran has her in his pow­er, she is per­mit­ted to walk freely in his

    do­main.”




    “She’s got to help us get in­side,” Smith said ur­gent­ly to Chi­un.




    “I can get in­side,” Chi­un said.




    “I know,” Smith said. “But we need her as a guide once we’re in there. I won­der where Re­mo

    is.”




    “So do I,” said Chi­un. “He should have re­turned by now. Let us talk to the wom­an.”




    The two men left the hut, thank­ing Timu for his hon­esty. “Be care­ful, my friends,” the

    chief said to their backs as they en­tered the steamy dark­ness of the jun­gle.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    Re­mo awoke in a drugged haze, his wrists and an­kles bound to his cot by steel bonds.

    Slow­ly he be­gan to in­den­ti­fy the din that had been throb­bing through his sleep as the

    sound­track of an old an­ti-​Amer­ican pro­pa­gan­da film pro­ject­ed on the dark­ened wall. It

    was id­iot­ic mil­itary pap, run­ning re­peat­ed­ly.




    In the cot next to his, a young man sat trans­fixed, his bleary eyes star­ing blankly at the

    vin­tage film.




    “You Caan?” Re­mo shout­ed over the blare of the sound­track.




    The man didn’t an­swer.




    Blink­ing hard to clear his mind of the fuzzi­ness brought on by the in­jec­tion in his

    back, Re­mo snapped off all four bonds and reeled slow­ly to the pro­jec­tor. With a shaky

    two-​fin­ger thrust, he snapped the mo­tor in two.




    The sud­den si­lence sound­ed like an an­gel cho­rus to Re­mo, but the oth­er man

    con­tin­ued to sit for­ward on his cot, star­ing fixed­ly at the blank wall in end­less

    fas­ci­na­tion.




    “Are you Richard Caan, the pi­lot?”




    The man turned his head so slow­ly that it looked as if the move­ment were guid­ed by a

    run-​down mech­anism. His eyes wouldn’t fo­cus.




    “Lieu­tenant Ju­nior Grade Richard A. Caan, U.S. Navy, 124258486,” he mum­bled, his lips dry

    and stringy with sali­va.




    “Je­sus, what’s that nut been do­ing to you?” Re­mo said, ap­palled by the man’s

    con­di­tion.




    “My mis­sion is to fly the F-24 over New York City at the ap­point­ed time,” he said

    me­chan­ical­ly. “My mis­sion is…”




    “New York?” Re­mo asked. Caan re­peat­ed his drill. “But why New York?”




    “My ser­vice will help to nul­li­fy the So­vi­et-​Amer­ican bloc, which ter­mi­nat­ed the

    di­vine­ly ap­point­ed Third Re­ich,” Caan droned. “Through my ef­forts, the glo­ry of the

    Fuhrer and his le­gions will rise again. My in­struc­tions are– my mis­sion is…” His face

    twist­ed with con­fu­sion. “New York City…”




    “Christ, Wacky Street,” Re­mo said, snap­ping the bonds from Caan’s legs. He draped his arm

    around the pi­lot’s shoul­ders and lift­ed him up. “C’mon, kid,” he said. “We’ve got to get out

    of here.”




    The pi­lot flailed in alarm. “I can’t leave,” he said.




    “Sure you can. Just hang on.”




    But Caan fought him with all his strength. “I was told not to leave! Zo­ran or­dered me,” he

    mut­tered through clenched teeth.




    “Come on, screw Zo­ran,” Re­mo ob­ject­ed. “Just look what he’s done to you!”




    Caan turned his va­cant stare in­to Re­mo’s face. “I am a Jew,” he said

    mat­ter-​of-​fact­ly. “It is not my place to ques­tion my su­pe­ri­ors.”




    Re­mo ex­haled nois­ly. “Well, you’re not stay­ing here. You can go con­scious or

    un­con­scious. Pick one.”




    Then Caan screamed, a blood-​cur­dling shriek.




    “Oh, balls,” Re­mo said as the door flung open and four uni­formed guards rushed in­to the

    room. “Get out of the way,” he said to Caan, shov­ing the pi­lot in­to a cor­ner.




    He worked them all at once. One slash­ing hand went to a throat, drop­ping the sol­dier on

    the spot. At the same time, he sent a knee in­to an­oth­er man’s ribcage, em­bed­ding the bones

    deep in the man’s lungs and heart. He smashed a tem­ple with a fast three-​fin­ger at­tack,

    then flew feet first in­to the last sol­dier, col­laps­ing his chest cav­ity. It was over in

    sec­onds. They had all died in­stant­ly.




    He grabbed Caan by the scruff of his neck. “I don’t want to have to car­ry you out of here,”

    he said to the cring­ing pi­lot. “But if you pull that trick again, I’m go­ing to have to. I’ve

    got an old man to check on, and then I’m com­ing back here, I don’t want you around. Peo­ple

    are go­ing to get hurt.”




    “You’re an Amer­ican, aren’t you?” Caan asked, squint­ing at the stranger who could fight

    bet­ter than any com­man­do.




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “And so are you. Try not to for­get it next time, okay?”




    “I am a Jew,” he said qui­et­ly, as Re­mo led him in­to the maze of un­der­ground

    cor­ri­dors.




    A half-​mile or more far­ther on, deep in the cave com­plex, the cor­ri­dor– now lit­tle

    more than a nar­row stone walk­way– emp­tied in­to a mas­sive hall.




    The sight was in­cred­ible. The huge area, ob­vi­ous­ly once the main cham­ber of the cave,

    was filled with mil­itary ma­chin­ery and sol­diers. There were dozens of them, all in the

    non­de­script uni­forms he had seen be­fore, but the men in the cave wore arm­bands bear­ing

    in­signia of the red and black Nazi swasti­ka.




    The walls were hung with forty-​foot por­traits of long-​dead lead­ers of the Third Re­ich.

    At the far end of the cave, draped in thick folds of black, stood an awe­some paint­ing of

    Adolf Hitler.




    “Zo­ran’s got a freak­ing army,” Re­mo mused aloud.




    For the first time since they left the room, Caan spoke. “I think there’s a chan­nel near

    here,” he said. “I heard the guards talk­ing about it. But we’ll have to get there through the

    hall.”




    “We’ll stay near the wall.” Re­mo looked out. “I think I see it. About thir­ty feet to the

    left?”




    Caan nod­ded.




    “It’s a clear run from here. Let’s go.” He sprint­ed out, sup­ple as a cat. Caan

    fol­lowed.




    All Re­mo could see of the chan­nel was a cave open­ing, but it was ex­act­ly what Re­mo was

    look­ing for. It was a per­fect hid­ing place, dark and un­ob­stru­sive. Re­mo dart­ed in.

    “Hur­ry up,” he whis­pered.




    But Caan hung back at the mouth of the open­ing, di­rect­ly be­neath the arc lights of the

    mas­sive work cham­ber.




    “Get in here, will you?”




    “You are an Amer­ican,” Caan said glass­ily. He pressed a but­ton on the wall, and a steel

    mesh screen crack­ling with elec­tric­ity, slammed down be­tween them.




    Re­mo touched his hands to the mesh. The jolt threw him back­ward in­to the dark­ness.




    “I could not let you un­der­mine my mis­sion,” the pi­lot said with­out feel­ing, star­ing

    at Re­mo’s as­ton­ished face peer­ing at him from the black­ness of his prison.




    They faced each oth­er that way for what seemed like an eter­ni­ty. Then a group of

    sol­diers came qui­et­ly for Caan and led him away. He nev­er looked back.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    Smith sat down creak­ily on a rock be­side the lake at the base of the great wa­ter­fall.

    “Mag­nif­icent,” he huffed, watch­ing the thun­der­ing cas­cade through a film of sweat. “Just

    let me catch my breath.”




    “Wait here, Em­per­or. I will seek out the girl.”




    “What’s that?” Smith point­ed to a high, frail ledge jut­ting out over the crest of the

    fall. On it was a speck of red.




    “It is Ana,” Chi­un said, puz­zled.




    She stood on the ledge for sev­er­al sec­onds, her body rigid, her black hair swirling

    around her like smoke. Then, lift­ing her face to the sky, she stepped for­ward.




    “Ana,” Chi­un called.




    But the girl didn’t stop. Her hands at her sides, she ca­reened off the ledge like a wood­en

    doll, falling end over end to­ward the rock­strewn wa­ters be­low.




    The in­stant that she dropped, be­fore Smith’s hor­ri­fied eyes, Chi­un was pro­pelling

    him­self over the sur­face of the lake in a dive so shal­low and swift that he ap­peared to be

    fly­ing. He clam­bered up on­to the tallest of the boul­ders at the bot­tom of the wa­ter­fall

    and wait­ed for the young wom­an to fin­ish her de­scent. At the mo­ment when she would have

    smashed against the rocks, Chi­un raised his arms, caught her by the base of her spine and the

    back of her neck, and car­ried her back to shore.




    She was un­con­scious. Be­fore she could come to, Smith had joined them, pant­ing from the

    ex­er­tion of the climb.




    “That was re­mark­able, Chi­un,” he said. “I had no idea–“




    “Si­lence. Let her awak­en peace­ful­ly.” He touched the girl on a spot just be­low her

    col­lar­bone.




    Her eyes flut­tered open. “You should not have saved me,” she said.




    “That was for me to de­cide,” Chi­un said gen­tly.




    “I have brought on­ly sor­row and pain to those who love me. Even Re­mo. For his kind­ness

    to me, I have re­turned cru­el­ty. Zo­ran will kill him now, sure­ly.”




    “He’s still alive,” Smith said with re­lief.




    “Zo­ran has locked him in a chan­nel of the cave,” she said. “I just came from there. He is

    sealed in by an elec­tric fence and sur­round­ed by Zo­ran’s sol­diers. He can nev­er get out.

    I have killed him, as sure­ly as if I held a knife to his throat my­self.”




    She choked on her own sobs. “Let me die. Please, Mas­ter. Do not save me the next time.”




    Chi­un spoke crisply. “It is not in my pow­er to keep you from killing your­self if that is

    your wish. No one can judge the suf­fer­ing in an­oth­er’s heart. But I tell you this: your

    death will do noth­ing to help your peo­ple now. It will ease your pain, per­haps, but no good

    will come of it.”




    “But I be­trayed your own son!” she screamed.




    Chi­un dried her face with one long sleeve of his ki­mono. “If you wish to aid us, you will

    be much more help alive than dead.”




    The girl blushed. She looked first at Smith and then Chi­un. “How can I help?” she asked

    soft­ly.




    “Lead us to him.”




    “Zo­ran will find you. He sees ev­ery­thing. You’ll be killed, sure­ly.”




    Chi­un shrugged philo­soph­ical­ly. “We must all en­ter the Void at our time,” he said. “To

    fear death is to fear life.”




    Ana stared at the ground, ashamed. “Yes,” she said. “It is life I have been fear­ing.”




    “No one need be an­oth­er man’s slave,” Chi­un said.




    Ana didn’t an­swer. Pick­ing up a twig, she drew a di­agram on the soft earth. “This is the

    lay­out of Zo­ran’s cave,” she said. She point­ed out the wide mouth of the cave en­trance

    lead­ing deep un­der­ground to the Great Hall and to the small cave, like an ap­pendix, where

    Re­mo was be­ing held be­hind the elec­tri­fied steel mesh.




    “A few rooms are above ground. They are for Zo­ran’s use. Some even have win­dows. But most

    are deep with­in the earth.” She drew a wob­bly line lead­ing from a spot in the Great hall

    near Re­mo’s prison to the out­side of the cave. “This is a se­cret route lead­ing from be­low

    the roots of a tree in­to the Great Hall,” she said. “It was dug by chil­dren. Even the

    strongest se­cu­ri­ty mea­sures can­not stop a cu­ri­ous child from find­ing a way in­to a

    for­bid­den place.”




    “It is ev­er thus,” Chi­un said.




    As the girl had told them, there was a hol­low be­neath the roots of an im­mense yew tree

    near the edge of the rain for­est, fac­ing Zo­ran’s high-​domed cave.




    “Now, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said in his most diplo­mat­ic man­ner. “If you will be so kind as

    to wait for us here–“




    “I’m go­ing in,” Smith said.




    “Ah…”




    But Smith was al­ready low­er­ing him­self un­der the tree’s spread­ing roots, frown­ing as

    he squeezed in­to the nar­row pas­sage.




    “Crazed,” Chi­un whis­pered to the girl. “I brought him along to drive the boat.” He

    ges­tured for the girl to en­ter the hol­low, then fol­lowed her to cov­er the rear.




    The child-​sized tun­nel was twist­ing and con­vo­lut­ed, with sharp rocks jut­ting out at

    all an­gles. Chi­un seethed with im­pa­tience as Smith led the way at a glacial pace.




    “Could we pos­si­bly move faster, O glo­ri­ous Em­per­or?” Chi­un asked with forced

    cheer­ful­ness fifty feet be­low the ground.




    Smith grunt­ed and con­tin­ued to creep for­ward at his same scawl­ing speed.




    “Why me?” Chi­un mut­tered in Ko­re­an, rolling his eyes in the dark­ness.




    Smith was run­ning out of air. He had been bel­ly-​crawl­ing through the bare­ly pass­able

    tun­nel for twen­ty min­utes or more, and his nose and lungs were fill­ing with loose dirt.

    There seemed to be no end in sight. No light, no space to breathe, nowhere to go but down,

    deep­er in­to the air­less earth.




    He felt him­self reel­ing. His el­bows gave out. The girl nudged him gen­tly from be­hind.

    “Are you all right?” she asked.




    In the ut­ter black­ness of the tun­nel, Smith re­called the grainy pho­to­graph of Zo­ran

    Lust­baden, with its cold, translu­cent eyes and lips twitch­ing in a half-​moon smile. He

    propped him­self up again.




    He had chased Lust­baden for thir­ty-​six years. He would not al­low him­self to die now

    that he was so close to the end of the hunt. Keep­ing the im­age of the young doc­tor in front

    of him, he pulled him­self painful­ly ahead.




    Then, with­out warn­ing, the ground gave way be­neath him, and Smith tum­bled with a wrench

    of his back in­to what felt like a deep, wide hole. He stood up as quick­ly as he could and

    held out his arms for the girl.




    “Watch it, Chi­un,” he whis­pered when Ana was safe­ly to the ground.




    Chi­un slapped Smith’s out­stretched hands away. “Do I not have eyes?” he said

    ir­ri­ta­bly.




    “Well, I didn’t see the drop,” Smith said.




    Chi­un snort­ed in re­ply.




    The bub­ble of earth they were stand­ing in led to a curv­ing pas­sage. This one was taller

    than the nar­row tun­nel where they had crawled for so long. Smith fol­lowed the curve around a

    long S, then stopped short.




    He saw light.




    “The Hall,” the girl said.




    His heart thud­ding, Smith scram­bled to the jagged en­trance, keep­ing close to the wall.

    From well with­in the shad­ows, he took in the great por­traits of Hitler and his gen­er­als,

    and be­low them, the or­der­ly for­ma­tions of Lust­baden’s se­cret army, the SPI­DER

    corps.




    Some­one shout­ed an or­der. Smith threw him­self against the wall, but he had not been

    spot­ted. The sol­diers marched away from the cen­ter of the Hall and stood at at­ten­tion,

    wait­ing for some un­seen pres­ence.




    Then it ap­peared. The F-24, ma­jes­tic and silent, rolled through the Great Hall to­ward

    the main ex­it from the cave as Lust­baden’s sol­diers ac­knowl­edged it with a stiff-​armed

    Nazi salute.




    Smith felt him­self be­ing dragged back in­to the past– War­saw, Di­mi, Auschwitz… With one

    salute, all the buried ter­rors of a ter­ror-​filled war un­cov­ered them­selves and hur­tled

    de­spair­ing­ly in­to the present.




    “Good God,” he whis­pered as the plane rolled past. And then one of the sol­diers saw

    him.




    The rest hap­pened so fast that Smith saw it on­ly as a dis­con­nect­ed se­ries of events. A

    sud­den rush of uni­formed men, the girl’s harsh, high scream, bod­ies fly­ing like pieces of

    shrap­nel as Chi­un be­gan his de­fense against the at­tack­ers. Then a cold blade whis­tled in

    the air and pressed against Smith’s throat so tight­ly that he gagged. He felt the cut from the

    small mo­tion of his throat re­flex­es.




    “If you move, old one, your friend is a dead man,” came a soft­ly ac­cent­ed voice out of

    the chaos.




    Chi­un’s arms dropped.




    Don’t stop, Smith tried to say, but no sound would come. Chi­un looked back at Smith as he

    was led in­to the elec­tri­fied mesh prison, where Re­mo’s face was bare­ly vis­ible. The old

    Ori­en­tal’s eyes, which usu­al­ly showed noth­ing, held a look of deep alarm. With slow

    recog­ni­tion, Smith re­al­ized that the spread­ing pool of warmth on his chest, in­vis­ible to

    him be­low the sol­dier’s knife, was prob­ably his own blood.




    Out of the cor­ner of his eye, he saw a stocky man with white hair walk leisure­ly past the

    group of sol­diers. The man stopped in front of Smith and faced him. He tapped once on the

    knife at Smith’s throat. “Very sharp,” he said, smil­ing with his half-​moon lips.




    Thir­ty-​six years.




    Lust­baden clasped his hands be­hind his back and paced for sev­er­al min­utes, his eyes

    nev­er leav­ing Smith’s face. The doc­tor frowned, shook his head, chuck­led, and then laughed

    aloud, his bel­ly jig­gling with mirth. “Well, well, Smith. We meet at last,” he said. “My men

    spot­ted you as soon as you reached the shores of our love­ly is­land. We’ve watched you ev­ery

    step of the way. It’s Colonel Smith, isn’t it? Or have you been pro­mot­ed?”




    Thir­ty-​six years of a chase that al­ways end­ed with the quar­ry’s dis­ap­pear­ance.

    Thir­ty-​six years of hunt­ing a ghost. There had been times when Smith him­self won­dered if

    Lust­baden were re­al. But he was re­al; he was alive; the hunt was end­ed.




    Smith felt a per­verse kind of re­lief in watch­ing Lust­baden crow over his cap­ture. For

    he had seen the face of his elu­sive en­emy, and even if this was to be the last sight of

    Smith’s life­time, he was grate­ful to have it.




    He had found the Prince of Hell.




    “Oh, you tracked me well. Kept me on my toes, so to speak. Buenos Aires was a close one. And

    per­sis­tent!” Lust­baden threw up his arms in mock frus­tra­tion. “But you should have giv­en

    up while you could,” he said qui­et­ly. “Be­cause in the end, you see, the OSS, the CIA, and

    even Harold W. Smith him­self are no match for SPI­DER. Or for me.”




    “No!” the girl screamed, strug­gling in the arms of two sol­diers who held her. “You won’t

    kill any­more! My peo­ple will stop you. We’ll kill you first, you and all your trained

    mon­sters–“




    “Nie wieder!” Lust­baden shout­ed, and the girl col­lapsed in pained shrieks and

    con­vul­sions.




    Lust­baden flicked his hand lazi­ly at the girl. The sol­diers dragged her away.




    “And now, if you’ll come with me, please,” Zo­ran said equably to Smith. “I have rather a

    spe­cial wel­come in store for you.”




    From their place in the cave be­hind the elec­tric mesh, Re­mo and Chi­un watched Smith,

    cov­ered with blood, be­ing led out of the Great Hall, past the pile of bod­ies Chi­un had left

    be­hind. The sol­dier hold­ing the knife at Smith’s throat kicked him in the backs of his

    an­kles to speed him along. Smith stum­bled. He nev­er ut­tered a word.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    Smith’s wel­come took place on the op­er­at­ing ta­ble of Zo­ran’s lab­ora­to­ry. In The

    Room.




    “Tsk, tsk, a nasty cut,” Lust­baden said, prob­ing at the knife wound on Smith’s neck. “But

    su­per­fi­cial. I’ll take care of it im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “Don’t both­er,” Smith croaked in a gush of blood.




    “Please. I in­sist.” From a draw­er he scooped up a hand­ful of sparkling white crys­tals.

    Smith felt the steel bands around his wrists and an­kles bite in­to his skin as he tried to

    move. “Your young friend ac­tu­al­ly broke these bands,” Lust­baden said, smil­ing. “A very

    strong fel­low. But they’ve been re­paired and re­in­forced. You’ll stay snug­ly in place. Now

    hold still. This is the rem­edy.” He brought his cupped hands close to Smith’s neck.




    “What’s that?” Smith asked.




    “An old cure for bleed­ing.” He poured it on­to the wound and packed it in. It burned like

    fire. “Salt.”




    Smith gulped and pant­ed with the pain. Lust­baden’s dead-​fish eyes took in the sight with

    sick sat­is­fac­tion. “This is just the be­gin­ning, Harold,” he said. “May I call you Harold?”

    He held a glint­ing sur­gi­cal in­stru­ment to the light. It was a long, thin cylin­der that

    drew to a sharp point at the end. “I feel we’ve known each oth­er for such a long time that

    for­mal­ities are un­nec­es­sary. Don’t you agree?”




    “Of course,” Smith said. “You know me and I know you. You are hu­man slime. A fun­gus.”




    “Now, now, Harold. Don’t feel that way about it.”




    “I feel noth­ing but con­tempt for you,” he hissed, bare­ly able to move his lips.




    Lust­baden waved the sil­vered in­stru­ment in front of Smith. The half-​moon smile was

    form­ing. “Do you know what this does?” He asked teas­ing­ly. “I’ll give you a hint. It

    cor­rects ear ail­ments.”




    “Why don’t you just kill me and get it over with?” Smith said.




    The half-​moon broke in­to a wide grin. “Ah, but my dear fel­low, don’t you see? I don’t

    want to get it over with. I have lived in fear of you for near­ly four decades. No, I will not

    kill you for a long, long time, and when I do, you will bless me on your knees for the gift of

    death.”




    “You will rot in hell first,” Smith said.




    “On­ly af­ter you, Smith.”




    He poised the in­stru­ment near the side of Smith’s head, then slow­ly screwed it in­to his

    ear. Smith screamed as his eardrum felt the blind­ing, sear­ing pain of the knife.




    “For you,” Lust­baden spat. “For your coun­try, us­ing its wealth and pow­er to ru­in the

    great­est civ­iliza­tion in his­to­ry. For the Rus­sians, who helped you to de­feat us.”




    He twist­ed in­side the ear again. Smith lurched, turned his head, and vom­it­ed.




    “Adolph Hitler near­ly saved the world from the scum you de­fend­ed,” Lust­baden screeched,

    the va­pid blue eyes ablaze with pas­sion. “You de­stroyed it. You and the So­vi­et Union. You

    are the mur­der­ers, not me. You killed the pos­si­bil­ity of a per­fect world.”




    He drew back his hand and slashed Smith across the face with the in­stru­ment.




    “But the Re­ich is stronger than you think,” he said, inch­es from Smith’s face. “We are

    ev­ery­where, in ev­ery coun­try. Do you know why I stole your pre­cious F-24? Be­cause when

    your pres­ident meets the So­vi­et pre­mier, it will be your F-24 that smash­es in­to the World

    Trade Cen­ter, killing them. Their end. And from it, a new be­gin­ning. We will join forces

    again, all of us kept alive through the years by SPI­DER, and we will march in­to your two

    killer na­tions, sweep­ing your peo­ple away like the garbage they are.”




    The pain in his ear fad­ed away as Smith thought of the se­cret Amer­ican plane, evad­ing

    its own radar de­fens­es, and then blow­ing up the World Trade Cen­ter build­ing. And it would

    work. No one could stop Lust­baden now. Then he felt salt be­ing packed in­to the cut on his

    face, and he screamed. He did not know if he faint­ed.




    Lust­baden droned on, but Smith no longer heard him. In­stead, be­hind his closed eyes, he

    saw Ver­mont in Septem­ber, crack­ling with dry leaves whipped by the crisp wind, the air

    redo­lent with the fra­grance of run­ning sap, the high horse­tail clouds sig­nal­ing the

    win­ter to come.




    He saw his wife, once again as del­icate and pink-​cheeked and proud as she was when she

    pre­sent­ed him with their daugh­ter. The most beau­ti­ful child in the world, he’d thought

    back then, as­ton­ished that such a per­fect crea­ture could have come from him.




    He thought of snow and cedar­wood fires and the cloy­ing taste of his wife’s ined­ible fudge

    and his daugh­ter’s face the first time she wore make­up. He’d made her take it off, telling

    her it was un­seem­ly and ridicu­lous. She’d cried, but did as he in­sist­ed. On­ly much lat­er

    did Smith ad­mit to him­self that Beth had looked rather at­trac­tive.




    Oh, to have a plate full of Ir­ma’s ter­ri­ble fudge. Oh, for a chance to tell Beth how

    pret­ty she was.




    He heard a click and opened his eyes. Lust­baden was gone. He breathed shal­low­ly to lessen

    the throb­bing pains in his ear and his face.




    The spec­tre of CURE loomed in­side him. It would all be gone soon, the com­put­ers’

    self­de­struct mech­anism ac­ti­vat­ed by the pres­ident’s voiced com­mand once Smith’s death

    was con­firmed. CURE was air­tight.




    One night there would be a fire in the ex­ec­utive of­fices of Fol­croft San­itar­ium,

    con­tained by the sol­id as­bestos lin­ing in the walls and in the com­put­er room, and the

    next day there would be no se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion to fight crime in Amer­ica. No one would

    know that CURE had ev­er ex­ist­ed, ex­cept for the Pres­ident. And Re­mo and Chi­un– if they

    lived.




    That was an­oth­er mat­ter. Chi­un was sup­posed to kill Re­mo in the event of CURE’s

    de­struc­tion, but Smith knew bet­ter than to be­lieve that would hap­pen. If they sur­vived

    Lust­baden, Chi­un would be all right. He would go back to his Ko­re­an vil­lage and live out

    his life writ­ing po­et­ry and telling sto­ries to chil­dren.




    But Re­mo. Where did a young man with a body like a ma­chine and no of­fi­cial ex­is­tence

    go? Would he be­come a mer­ce­nary, march­ing in some for­eign army to fight whomev­er he was

    told for no rea­son oth­er than a reg­ular pay­check? Would he join a cir­cus or a car­ni­val

    sideshow, demon­strat­ing his freak­ish strength for gig­gling school­girls?




    Or would Re­mo just drift like a lost he­li­um bal­loon, com­ing to rest in the cob­webs of

    dusty al­leys with the rest of the world’s mis­fit, castoff in­hab­itants?




    Re­mo. On the day of judg­ment, Re­mo Williams would be cit­ed as Smith’s great­est sin. He

    had been cho­sen al­most at ran­dom to be­come CURE’s en­force­ment arm, this young man with no

    ap­petite for killing, whose on­ly wish was to live the nor­mal life of a nor­mal man.




    CURE, through Smith, had ren­dered that sim­ple wish im­pos­si­ble. It had stripped away his

    iden­ti­ty, his past, his dreams. It had been for the best pos­si­ble cause. Still, Re­mo would

    nev­er be nor­mal again.




    Is it right, Smith won­dered, to change a man’s des­tiny?




    His thoughts made his head pound with the thrust of a thou­sand poi­soned spikes. A fever

    was al­ready set­ting in, and his sweat ran cold. The blood and vom­it in his mouth tast­ed

    foul.




    His left ear was prob­ably gone for good. What would be next– his eyes? His limbs?




    Oh, Beth. Oh, Re­mo.




    So many re­grets. It was the curse of mid­dle-​age, Smith sup­posed, to be old enough to

    have ac­cum­lat­ed all of the ques­tions of one’s life­time, and still too young to know any of

    the an­swers.




    But there was so lit­tle time for re­gret now.




    And so much pain.




    With a great ef­fort, Smith closed his eyes again and re­mem­bered Ver­mont. In

    Septem­ber.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    “A fine mess you’ve got us in now,” Chi­un said.




    “If you can’t be part of the so­lu­tion,” Re­mo said, “don’t be part of the prob­lem.” He

    was on his hands and knees at the back wall of the cave, dig­ging and prob­ing with his

    fin­gers, try­ing to find a weak spot in the stone.




    “My on­ly part in this prob­lem was ev­er hav­ing any­thing to do with you,” Chuin said.

    “But my an­ces­tors have pun­ished me. Here I am, per­haps doomed to spend the rest of my life

    in a cage. With you. Watch­ing you bur­row in the ground like a mole.”




    “Qui­et,” barked one of the guards on the oth­er side of the elec­tri­fied fence.




    Chi­un re­spond­ed with a bab­ble of Ko­re­an.




    Re­mo had found a small open­ing in the wall near the floor and, work­ing qui­et­ly with his

    hand, chipped away some of the rock. He lay down, his face close to the rock floor of the cave,

    and looked in­side the small hole he had made.




    His pupils, al­ready ad­just­ed to near­ly pitch-​dark­ness, opened even wider to take in

    the green­ish lu­mi­nos­ity of the slime cov­er­ing ev­ery inch of the tiny pas­sage­way.




    Two dots of light, tinged with red, glowed briefly in the dark­ness. As Re­mo reached

    to­ward them, they dis­ap­peared with a scratch­ing, scuf­fling sound.




    He struck out his hand blind­ly and grabbed on­to some­thing warm and twitch­ing that

    shrieked in the black­ness.




    A rat.




    With a shiv­er of dis­gust he threw it away and heard it hit with a thud and a crack­le of

    small bones.




    Then he saw the lights again, red­der this time, it seemed. But the two dots were joined by

    two oth­ers, and then four, and then hun­dreds more, piled be­hind and on top of one an­oth­er,

    and they were com­ing clos­er, com­ing to­ward him. The open­ing be­hind the wall was not big

    enough for a man; on­ly big enough for rats. Dozens of rats.




    He re­coiled. He had noth­ing to fight them with but his hands and his face.




    He slapped at the ground, hop­ing to find a weapon. Any­thing– a hefty rock, a sliv­er of

    dis­card­ed wire from the mesh fence…




    There was noth­ing. On­ly the slime-​caked walls nar­row­ing in­to ob­scu­ri­ty and the

    men­ac­ing red eyes stalk­ing clos­er. Sud­den­ly, two rats dart­ed to­ward him.




    Re­mo drew his body back, away from the small hole he had made as the rats scur­ried by.

    Then, forc­ing ev­ery bit of strength he pos­sessed in­to his hands, he slammed them against

    the cave wall.




    The rock shud­dered, chipped, and then bits of it tum­bled down to close the hole. He hit

    the walls again, and the hole was filled over. In­side it, Re­mo could hear the squeak­ing of

    the rats, re­turned again to the dark­ness.




    He stood up and walked back to­ward Chi­un, wip­ing his hands on his black chi­no pants. The

    two rats that had fled around him now twitched, crusty and black­ened, on the elec­tric

    grat­ing. As Re­mo looked past them in­to the Great Hall, the dim criss-​cross pat­tern of

    light falling through the mesh net­ting dap­pled his face.




    “The walls here too are use­less,” Chi­un said, ex­per­iment­ing with his long fin­ger­nails

    on the wires that at­tached the grat­ing to the side walls of the cave. “Per­haps with

    time…”




    “There isn’t time,” Re­mo said an­gri­ly. He re­mem­bered see­ing Smith, stum­bling and

    grim, cov­ered with blood, be­ing led away by Zo­ran’s sol­diers. And he re­mem­bered the girl

    Ana’s face, plead­ing with Zo­ran to stop his sense­less killing… her piti­ful threat to crush

    his army of trained sol­diers with a vil­lage of dy­ing lep­ers. He could hear her scream of

    pain as the Nazi doc­tor spat the strange com­mand at her.




    “What did Zo­ran say to make the girl lose her mar­bles the way she did?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un was flick­ing at the thin wires of mesh with his fin­ger­nails, mak­ing sparks fly

    with each small ma­nip­ula­tion. “He said ‘Nie wieder.’ The chief of the vil­lage talked of

    for­eign words Zo­ran us­es to bend the girl to his ways. But it was an odd phrase. In Ger­man

    it means ‘nev­er again. “




    “Nev­er again?” Re­mo was stu­pe­fied. “Nev­er again?”




    “Yes. Why? Do those words have some spe­cial mean­ing for white men?”




    “It’s the mot­to of a Jew­ish group. Nev­er again. They’re talk­ing about the Nazis killing

    six mil­lion peo­ple in World War Two. A strange thing for a Nazi to say.”




    He saw sparks fly­ing out of Chi­un’s fin­ger­tips. “What in hell are you do­ing?” he asked,

    an­noyed.




    Chi­un didn’t look up. He worked busi­ly with the elec­tric net­ting, his fin­ger­nails

    tin­kling against the spark­ing wires. “I am loos­en­ing the threads,” he said.




    Re­mo saw at once what he was try­ing to do. “I get it,” he said. “Knock some of the ends

    off, hook them on­to oth­er loose ends, and boom, a short cir­cuit.”




    “I am not con­cerned with cir­cus­es,” Chi­un said. “I wish on­ly to stop the

    elec­tric­ity.”




    “Sure, Chi­un,” Re­mo said, smil­ing.




    “Ah, this will do.” Care­ful not to ex­pose his skin to the high-​volt­age mesh, he held up

    two frayed wire ends with his fin­ger­nails. “If this works, there should be a boom.”




    “The lights’ll go out,” Re­mo said.




    “When that hap­pens, break through the net­ting as soon as pos­si­ble. We will use the

    dark­ness to get past the sen­tries and seek out Em­per­or Smith.”




    “I’m ready when you are.”




    As Re­mo got in­to po­si­tion, Chi­un brought the wires to­geth­er. With a loud fizz and a

    light like the burst of a dy­na­mite ex­plo­sion, the elec­tric por­tal blazed to life for an

    in­stant. Then it crashed in­to to­tal dark­ness as the pow­er­ful lights in the cave gave out.

    A mur­mur rose from the sol­diers.




    “Now, Re­mo.”




    He thrust both hands through the net­ting and tore out­ward in a pow­er­ful breast

    stroke.




    The stroke was nev­er com­plet­ed.




    While Re­mo’s hands were still clutch­ing the mesh, the aux­il­iary gen­er­ators of the cave

    were ac­ti­vat­ed, and a pool of light from the Great Hall flood­ed in­to the dark prison.




    The elec­tric­ity en­tered Re­mo in waves. In an in­stant his feet were jolt­ed off the

    floor. His hands, filled with live wire, smol­dered and fried, un­able to let go.




    Then he was in the air, still shak­ing from the charge, thrust away from the elec­tric wire

    by the tiny fig­ure of Chi­un, sil­hou­et­ted in the spillover light from the Hall.




    He land­ed crouched on his feet and hands. The slime on the cave floor felt cool on his

    dam­aged skin. Even in the dark­ness he could make out the di­amond pat­tern of the net­ting

    burned deeply in­to his palms.




    Chi­un lift­ed Re­mo’s hands for a look. “These burns are se­ri­ous,” he said qui­et­ly. The

    old man sighed.




    The two sen­tries out­side the mesh door­way walked to the en­trance and shone their

    flash­lights on the crouch­ing fig­ures in­side. They com­plained to each oth­er as they

    ex­am­ined the bro­ken net­ting where Re­mo had near­ly bro­ken through to free­dom.




    One of the guards shook an in­dex fin­ger at the pris­on­ers. “Ver­boten!” he said,

    point­ing to the hole in the net­ting.




    “Go suck a strudel,” Re­mo said.




    The sol­diers shout­ed some­thing else in­to the dark cave, then switched off their

    flash­lights and stood guard over the en­trance, their backs to the pris­on­ers.




    “I think I see a way out,” Re­mo said, look­ing at his hands un­cer­tain­ly.




    “You are burned,” Chi­un said. “Even Shi­va must give him­self time to heal.”




    Re­mo looked askance at his old teach­er. Chi­un vac­il­lat­ed be­tween call­ing Re­mo a

    hope­less white fool and in­sist­ing that he was the rein­car­na­tion of the an­cient East­ern

    god of de­struc­tion. It was point­less to press him about it. All he would say was that

    Re­mo’s un­usu­al his­to­ry had been writ­ten mil­len­nia be­fore in the prophe­cies of

    Sinan­ju.




    Re­mo didn’t hold much with rein­car­nat­ed gods. At the mo­ment, a rock prison with an

    elec­tric fence was the on­ly re­al­ity he was con­cerned with.




    “I don’t know what Shi­va would do, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said kind­ly, “but Smit­ty’s dy­ing

    some­where in this cave. We can’t stay here and let that ma­ni­ac Lust­baden kill him.”




    For a mo­ment they stood fac­ing one an­oth­er in si­lence. “Very well. Do what you must,”

    Chi­un said fi­nal­ly. “But try not to touch the wires again.”




    “I might not have to.”




    He strode over to the mesh por­tal, pur­pose­ly tread­ing nois­ily to­ward the guards.

    “Achtung!” he shout­ed as he reached the cir­cle of light.




    The guard looked over with a start.




    “Warten auf ein au­gen­blick,” he said, sum­mon­ing up all the Ger­man he knew. He beck­oned

    the guards to­ward him.




    They stared at him with dumb cu­rios­ity.




    “La via del tren sub­ter­ra­neo es peli­grosa,” he rum­bled, re­vert­ing to the Span­ish

    warn­ing signs he had read on the New York sub­way. It wasn’t Ger­man, but it would have to do.

    “La plume de ma tante est sur le bu­reau de mon on­cle,” he whis­pered with a wink.




    “Eh? Was ist los?” one of the guards asked, squint­ing as he drew near.




    “Auf wieder­se­hen,” Re­mo said, thrust­ing his hands care­ful­ly through the tear in the

    wire mesh. He grabbed both sol­diers by the col­lars of their uni­forms. He pulled them to­ward

    the grat­ing, then re­leased them and stepped back.




    They screamed when they hit the net­ting, and their feet bounced off the ground in a jerky

    tat­too. Their mouths opened, wide and con­tort­ed, as the cave plunged in­to dark­ness once

    again. A met­al alarm, like the bells used at prize­fights, sound­ed. In the black­ness, the

    scuf­fling feet of the SPI­DER corps took up their po­si­tions at the mouth of the jail.




    Re­mo flew feet first through the net­ting, knock­ing down two sol­diers on his way to the

    ground.




    “Quick­ly, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said as the or­ange darts of gun­fire be­gan to burst in the

    pitch-​black cave.




    But Chi­un was al­ready out. A heavy body whooshed up­ward, struck the ceil­ing with a loud

    snap, and dropped with a thud on­to a group of sol­diers. In the light of the gun­fire, Re­mo

    watched the body twitch­ing in a macabre dance of death from the hail of bul­lets pump­ing

    in­to it.




    “Herr Dok­tor!” some­one shout­ed as the bar­rel of a ri­fle grazed against Re­mo’s neck in

    the con­fu­sion. He took hold of the weapon. With a back­ward kick he sent the sol­dier

    splat­ter­ing against a wall, then swung the ri­fle in a wide arc at head range. A cho­rus of

    cracks, like split­ting mel­ons, rose around him, fol­lowed by the moans of the wound­ed.




    “Let us go now and find Smith,” Chi­un said, and in the in­ter­mit­tent light of ran­dom

    bul­lets Re­mo caught a glimpse of his yel­low robe flut­ter­ing in the dis­tance.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    Smith was alone in the lab­ora­to­ry, bare­ly con­scious. His breath­ing was la­bored, and

    he was cov­ered with sweat. His eyes, for once un­shield­ed by his steel-​rimmed glass­es, were

    bright and glazed with fever. Out­side, run­ning feet obeyed shrill com­mands, which grew

    loud­er as the sol­diers closed in on the lab.




    Re­mo looked around fran­ti­cal­ly. “There’s a room with a win­dow some­where around here,”

    he said.




    Smith waved him away weak­ly. “Go,” he rasped “Get Lust­baden. Have to stop that plane.

    Ur­gent. Too late for me. Go.”




    “Sor­ry, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “You’re com­ing along.”




    He snapped the steel bands from the ta­ble two at a time.




    “He needs care,” Chi­un said, look­ing over Smith’s wounds. “I will take him.”




    He lift­ed Smith off the ta­ble as eas­ily as if the di­rec­tor of CURE were a stuffed

    doll.




    “My glass­es,” Smith whis­pered, but Chi­un was al­ready car­ry­ing him through the

    door­way.




    A stand of sen­tries head­ing down the cor­ri­dor point­ed at the old man and his bloody

    com­pan­ion, with a con­fu­sion of gruff com­mands.




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un shout­ed. “Stop these fools.”




    “No prob­lem,” Re­mo said. “Look for a room on the right with a win­dow. It’s got bars on

    it, but it’s the on­ly way I can think of to get out of here ex­cept through the main

    walk­way.”




    “Stop chat­ter­ing and fight,” Chi­un said as he ran with Smith down the long hall­way.




    Re­mo had been right about the room. The win­dow sat high off the floor. Hoist­ing him­self

    up with one hand while car­ry­ing Smith in the oth­er, Chi­un bal­anced him­self and Smith on

    the thin win­dow ledge while rip­ping out the bars.




    From where he land­ed on the ground out­side, he could see the main en­trance to the cave, a

    gap­ing dark hole carved in­to the rock. Ahead, the paved airstrip, now cleared of fo­liage,

    stood out stark­ly against the jun­gle green­ery. On the airstrip sat the emp­ty F-24.




    Smith was fight­ing for breath. There was no time for Chi­un to waste with the air­plane. He

    car­ried Smith to Timu who, with the oth­er vil­lagers, had gath­ered out­side their huts to

    gape at the weird new jet.




    “I re­quire the use of your home,” Chi­un said.




    The lep­er chief took one look at Smith’s limp, blood- and sweat-​soaked body, and bowed.

    “Please, Mas­ter. Use Ana’s hut,” he said. “I do not wish that your friend’s open wounds

    at­tract the mi­crobes of my sick­ness.” He brought them quick­ly to the girl.




    Ana was sit­ting in the dirt in front of her hut. Her eyes were glassy and in­sen­sate. Her

    arms hung at her sides as her fin­gers dug mean­ing­less de­signs in­to the earth.




    “Go in,” Timu said. “I will pro­tect you from those who seek you.”




    Chi­un set Smith gen­tly in­side. He could tell by Smith’s la­bored breath­ing that his

    con­di­tion was very bad. Smith was not a young man, and his phys­ical re­sources had been

    squan­dered in his youth. There was lit­tle be­sides his will to live to fight death with.




    Chi­un placed his hand up­on Smith’s chest. “Hear me,” he said qui­et­ly, but with the

    point­ed in­ten­si­ty of a re­li­gious rite. “Your body wish­es for death. It is weary and

    beat­en. But your mind can stop it. The Void waits. Step away from that place, Smith. Will

    your­self enough life to heal. Will it, I say.”




    With that, Smith’s body trem­bled like a feath­er in a wind­storm.




    “Breathe.”




    Beth. Beau­ti­ful Beth.




    “Breathe.”




    Not the bot­tle no not the bro­ken liquor bot­tle your wrists Beth, oh, the blood

    ev­ery­where… No, Di­mi it was your daugh­ter who killed her­self not mine I’m sor­ry I’m

    sor­ry I’m so hap­py it wasn’t my Beth… Di­mi, I’m sor­ry…




    Chi­un lay his fin­gers on the sides of Smith’s head, still­ing the trem­bling. He felt a

    wash of de­spair course through him, and knew it had come from Smith.




    “Good,” he said. “Again. Breathe. It is an­oth­er step back from the dark­ness. Take it.

    Breathe.”




    Smith ex­haled deeply.




    Timu brought a dip­per of wa­ter in­to the hut. Chi­un drib­bled it care­ful­ly in­to

    Smith’s mouth.




    Smith’s lips part­ed, and a stream of gib­ber­ish poured from his lips. It was all a

    con­fu­sion, full of names Chi­un had nev­er heard. His own name was men­tioned, too, and

    Re­mo’s. Smith called Re­mo’s name of­ten.




    Then he lay still, and was qui­et.




    “You are safe here,” Chi­un said, not know­ing whether Smith could still hear or not. “I

    must go gath­er some herbs for your heal­ing. But I will re­turn.”




    He left. The jun­gle was filled with the rare leaves and berries nec­es­sary to give Smith

    strength. When he re­turned, Ana still sat in the same po­si­tion on the ground, star­ing

    va­cant­ly.




    “Is Ana ill?”




    “In her mind,” Timu said. “You know of her prob­lem. She will re­cov­er.” He bent down and

    stroked her hair. “Do your work, Mas­ter. No harm will come to my sis­ter. Or to you.”




    “Thank you,” Chi­un said, bow­ing.




    The sweet herbs filled the tiny hut with their fra­grance. Pa­tient­ly Chi­un wrung

    poul­tices from cold wa­ter and placed them on Smith un­til his shiv­er­ing stopped and his

    fever be­gan to break.




    His eyes flick­ered open. “Should have… should have had him brought to tri­al. Lust­baden.”

    He spoke quick­ly, with the ur­gen­cy dy­ing men of­ten ex­press. “None of us would have to be

    go­ing… through this…”




    “Si­lence,” Chi­un said soft­ly. “You are still in grave dan­ger.”




    Smith touched his ear, gri­mac­ing at the pain. It was cov­ered with wet, sweet-​smelling

    silk. Chi­un’s ki­mono sleeve was torn, and Smith knew he had made the ban­dage with it. “Thank

    you,” he whis­pered.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “It is noth­ing.”




    Smith gasped for air. “Was it… noth­ing… when you saved the girl… at the wa­ter­fall?”




    “Noth­ing,” Chi­un said, smil­ing.




    “Re­mo?” Smith asked weak­ly.




    Chi­un’s face was im­pas­sive. “He did not come out from the cave.”




    It took Smith a long time be­fore he could gath­er the strength to speak again. “I changed

    his des­tiny,” he said.




    Chi­un looked at him with an odd com­pas­sion. “No,” he said. “You did not.”




    “CURE–“




    “You do not un­der­stand the ways of Sinan­ju, Em­per­or. This is his des­tiny.”




    Smith tried to clasp the old Ori­en­tal’s hand, but he was too weak to move. It was just as

    well, he thought. It would on­ly have em­bar­rassed them both.




    He closed his eyes. It was snow­ing in Ver­mont, and Ir­ma was burn­ing fudge.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen




    Smith knew that SPI­DER had been in ex­is­tence since the de­struc­tion of Nazi Ger­many,

    and its mem­bers had been shel­ter­ing its se­crets since then, en­joy­ing an in­vis­ible

    pow­er around the world.




    Smith knew SPI­DER too well not to fear it. Re­mo did not.




    So he had no rea­son to fear Wil­helm Wolfe that af­ter­noon in the cave.




    Chi­un and Smith were out of sight. Re­mo stood alone in the cave’s cor­ri­dor, pre­vent­ing

    the pas­sage of Lust­baden’s SPI­DER corps un­til he was sure the oth­er two men had

    es­caped.




    The sol­diers halt­ed to brace and pre­pare their weapons for fir­ing.




    “Come on, you goose-​step­ping bas­tards,” Re­mo taunt­ed.




    A rum­ble passed through the troops as they sep­arat­ed to make way for a tall young

    of­fi­cer with gold­en hair and shoes that gleamed with pol­ish.




    “Now, who the hell are you? The Stu­dent Prince?” Re­mo asked bel­liger­ent­ly, still

    care­ful­ly bal­anced for at­tack.




    “I am Cap­tain Wil­helm Wolfe.” He spoke with the calm as­sur­ance of the well-​bred and

    well-​schooled.




    Re­mo saw not that Wolfe’s shoes were not just high­ly pol­ished army is­sue, but hand­made

    and of the finest leather. His uni­form, too, made of su­perb wool, looked as if it had been

    spe­cial­ly tai­lored to his body’s ev­ery con­tour.




    “And you are our friend, Re­mo Williams?” he asked, draw­ing a man­icured hand over his wavy

    blond hair. On his right ring fin­ger, he wore an or­nate gold ring em­bossed with the

    in­signia of a spi­der.




    “Two things,” Re­mo said. “One, I’m not your friend and not bloody like­ly to be. Two, how’d

    you know my name?”




    “Be­fore, when the doc­tor gave you that in­jec­tion, you spoke. You spoke of many things,”

    Wolfe said af­fa­bly.




    “I doubt it,” Re­mo said. “My body re­jects poi­son.”




    “Yes, of course. The doc­tor no­ticed that. On­ly a few sec­onds af­ter your in­jec­tion,

    your body was ex­pelling the poi­son from your sys­tem. It was nec­es­sary for Zo­ran to take

    ex­traor­di­nary mea­sures,” Wolfe said.




    “Like what?” asked Re­mo. He no­ticed that the sol­diers be­hind Wolfe still had their guns

    lev­eled at him, and he moved clos­er so that Wolfe was in their line of fire.




    “It was nec­es­sary for the doc­tor to give you four sep­arate in­jec­tions, di­rect­ly

    in­to your ar­ter­ies and veins. That way, you could not re­ject the poi­son in your sys­tem

    with­out re­ject­ing your blood it­self. It was what kept you un­con­scious. And made you

    pli­able. Clever, no?”




    Now Re­mo un­der­stood why the drugs had af­fect­ed him. But had he talked? Had he re­al­ly

    told them about CURE? They knew his name. What else might he have said?




    As if in an­swer to his un­spo­ken ques­tion, Cap­tain Wolfe said, “You told us a very great

    deal. Yes, we know who you work for.”




    “That’s too bad,” Re­mo said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause it’s your death war­rant,” Re­mo said.




    “That is why I have these men be­hind me,” Wolfe said. “To keep you from killing me. Oh, I

    have ev­ery con­fi­dence in your abil­ity to do so. You broke the steel bands of the ta­ble in

    Dr. Lust­baden’s lab­ora­to­ry. You killed a num­ber of well-​trained sol­diers with on­ly your

    hands. And you es­caped from a high-​volt­age elec­tric con­tain­ment area, sus­tain­ing a

    shock that would have killed a herd of cat­tle. Yes, in­deed, you are a most ex­traor­di­nary

    fel­low.”




    “Mail the ci­ta­tion to my house,” Re­mo said. “I’m get­ting out of here.”




    “You may,” said Wolfe. “Your friends have es­caped.”




    “Good-​bye,” said Re­mo, head­ing for the room with the es­cape win­dow.




    “Ex­cept…” he heard Wolfe’s voice say.




    Re­mo turned. “Ex­cept what?”




    “Ex­cept the girl. She is still here.”




    “Then I guess you’ll just have to take me to her, won’t you?” Re­mo said.




    “If that is your de­sire,” Wolfe said. “But there are things I must first ex­plain to

    you.”




    He was try­ing to buy time, Re­mo knew. But why? To al­low the F-24 to take off? But they

    could can that idea. Chi­un was free now. With him and Smith out­side, the F-24 had as much

    chance of get­ting to New York as a pa­per air­plane.




    Re­mo eyed him sus­pi­cious­ly. “Frankly, I’d rather kill you,” he said, al­though he

    al­ready knew he would not kill him, not un­til he heard the strange young man out. “All right.

    What do you want to talk about?”




    Wolfe smiled. “Come with me.”




    His sol­diers still sta­tioned in po­si­tion, Wolfe led Re­mo through the cave’s labyrinth

    of cor­ri­dors un­til they ar­rived at a door with a dark­ened pane at eye lev­el.




    “One-​way glass,” Wolfe said. “Take a look.”




    The room be­hind the door looked like a bach­elor’s apart­ment. A clus­ter of so­fas, a

    small ta­ble, and a mag­azine rack were in the front of the room, near the door. Be­hind them

    stood a desk cov­ered un­tidi­ly by maps and flight man­uals. On the wall was a large map of

    the Unit­ed States, with a sin­gle red pin on a spot in low­er Man­hat­tan.




    Be­yond the room was more liv­ing space, but Re­mo couldn’t see past the door­way, where a

    young man walked pur­pose­ful­ly to­ward the desk, straight­en­ing his tie.




    His back was to Re­mo. He was in uni­form. Re­mo watched him with mild cu­rios­ity as the

    man af­fixed a swasti­ka arm­band to his sleeve. It was a rou­tine mo­tion, ob­vi­ous­ly one

    the sol­dier had per­formed many times. Then he turned and sat at the desk, un­fold­ing one of

    the maps.




    “It can’t be,” Re­mo said, his breath cloud­ing on the glass as he strained for a bet­ter

    look.




    There was no mis­tak­ing it. The Nazi sol­dier was Lieu­tenant Richard A. Caan, U.S.

    Navy.




    “Quite an im­prove­ment, wouldn’t you say?”




    “De­pends on how you look at things,” Re­mo said. “His health seems a lot bet­ter from this

    morn­ing, if that’s what you mean.”




    “That is the point. Come. I want you to see some­thing else.”




    They walked a few more yards down the cor­ri­dor un­til they came to an­oth­er door. Through

    the glass Re­mo could see a scarred old man, near­ly Chi­un’s age and with on­ly one leg,

    per­form­ing an as­ton­ish­ing se­ries of rapid cal­is­then­ics. He looked strange­ly

    fa­mil­iar, al­though Re­mo couldn’t re­mem­ber see­ing any­one on the is­land in such su­perb

    con­di­tion, es­pe­cial­ly such an old man with a miss­ing leg…




    “He’s the one your men dragged away yes­ter­day, isn’t he?” Re­mo asked, no longer amazed at

    any­thing he would find in Dr. Zo­ran Lust­baden’s cave.




    Wolfe nod­ded. “Yes. Dur­ing your din­ner fes­tiv­ities. Now we can talk. Will you fol­low

    me?”




    This time he took Re­mo in­to a nar­row pas­sage­way.




    “Look, you’re wast­ing your time if you’re think­ing of throw­ing me in the slam­mer again,”

    Re­mo said.




    “I wouldn’t think of it.”




    The pas­sage­way led in­to a large cham­ber, plas­tered and cur­tained, even though it had

    no win­dows, to re­sem­ble a Vic­to­ri­an draw­ing room.




    Two or­nate stuffed chairs flanked a small, round ta­ble set with a tea samovar, two cups,

    and– strange­ly, Re­mo thought– an or­na­ment of some kind. It was a trans­par­ent red glass

    ball with a wire fil­ament in­side.




    “I see Herr Dok­tor has set out a toy to amuse us,” Wolfe said joc­ular­ly, pick­ing up the

    red ball. “He is very con­sid­er­ate that way. Look, this one has a mech­anism.”




    He wound a small sil­ver key at the base of the or­na­ment, and the fil­ament in­side be­gan

    to turn, glow­ing dim­ly, then brighter as it gath­ered speed. With­in sec­onds sparks were

    fly­ing from the fil­ament, fill­ing the red glass ball with mag­nif­icent, rhyth­mic

    fire­works.




    “Amus­ing, yes? But I am sure a man such as your­self is not con­cerned with use­less

    trin­kets.” Wolfe set the ball down on the sil­ver tea tray in front of Re­mo. “Now, then.”




    The pat­tern of the tiny fire­works dis­play be­came even more spec­tac­ular than it had

    been. With an ef­fort, Re­mo tore his gaze from the ball and di­rect­ed his at­ten­tion to

    Wil­helm Wolfe.




    “You have seen Lieu­tenant Caan and the old man down the hall. No doubt you will agree that,

    from a phys­ical stand­point, their im­prove­ment has been quite rad­ical.”




    “Rad­ical,” Re­mo said, blink­ing at the red sparks in­side the glass ball.




    “Zo­ran Lust­baden is re­spon­si­ble for that. His work with the birds has re­sult­ed in

    med­ical break­throughs of the high­est or­der. When the drugs he has de­vel­oped are

    per­fect­ed, there will be no more sick­ness any­where in the world. Just imag­ine it.”




    “If he’s so good, why hasn’t he helped the lep­ers?” Re­mo asked slow­ly, his eyes glued to

    the ball.




    Wolfe gave a short, dis­mis­sive laugh. “Why pro­long the lives of the un­fit?” He shift­ed

    in his seat. “Be­sides, there are still some mi­nor prob­lems.”




    “Like what?”




    Wolfe stared in­to a cor­ner of the ceil­ing. “Un­for­tu­nate­ly,” he said, “the av­er­age

    hu­man or­gan­ism is un­able to with­stand the drugs them­selves.”




    “You mean those guys we just saw… “




    “The old man will die with­in the hour,” Wolfe said.




    “Hm­mm,” Re­mo said, en­tranced by the red ball in front of him. “Hey, why are you telling

    me this stuff, any­way?”




    Wolfe leaned for­ward earnest­ly in his chair. “I want you to trust me,” he said. “So I

    be­gin by trust­ing you.”




    “Makes sense, I guess,” Re­mo said dream­ily.




    “Tea?” He of­fered a cup to Re­mo.




    He waved it away. “Might poi­son me,” He said, smack­ing his lips sleep­ily. “Not that I

    don’t trust you, un­der­stand.”




    Wolfe laughed. “As you wish.” He set the cup down. “But I would not poi­son you.”




    “Why not?”




    “The doc­tor needs you. As I said, the old lep­er will die soon. Caan, who is stronger, will

    live con­sid­er­ably longer. Sev­er­al days, per­haps.”




    “Just long enough to blow up New York City,” Re­mo said, not par­tic­ular­ly con­cerned

    about New York City, or the sum­mit meet­ing, or the lives of the two heads of state that were

    about to be snuffed out. “That’s the biz,” he said.




    “In­deed it is,” Wolfe agreed. “You see that the ef­fects of the drugs are de­pen­dent on

    the phys­ical stami­na of the us­er. Al­so, to some ex­tent, on one’s men­tal sta­bil­ity.”




    He sipped his tea grace­ful­ly. “The drugs some­times trig­ger un­usu­al men­tal

    fix­ations,” he said off-​hand­ed­ly. “The old man’s pen­chant for pushups, for ex­am­ple. We

    showed him how to per­form one, and he’s been at it for two days.” He laughed hearti­ly.




    “What about Caan?” Re­mo asked.




    “We were care­ful to fix­ate him on his mis­sion. Noth­ing else is in his mind.”




    “How do you know?”




    “Tests.”




    “Oh.” Re­mo nod­ded, try­ing to look as if he weren’t falling asleep. “What if he thinks

    about some­thing else?”




    Wolfe shrugged. “It would be dis­as­trous for his con­cen­tra­tion, I sup­pose. But that is

    hy­po­thet­ical. He is in­ter­est­ed in noth­ing be­sides his mis­sion.”




    “Noth­ing?”




    Wolfe shrugged. “On rare oc­ca­sions he talks in his sleep. Speaks in Ger­man, of all

    things.”




    “What’s he say?”




    “Noth­ing im­por­tant. He calls for his grand­moth­er. He re­peats school­book Ger­man

    phras­es. Has a ter­ri­ble ac­cent.” His eyes sparkled with amuse­ment.




    Re­mo tried to shake away the sleep that was falling on him like a blan­ket. Why would Caan

    speak Ger­man in his sleep?




    “Give me an ex­am­ple.”




    “Of what? His Ger­man?”




    “What he talks about.”




    Wolfe pursed his lips, think­ing. “Quite un­in­ter­est­ing things, re­al­ly. Thank you for

    your hos­pi­tal­ity; where is the bath­room… things like that.” He snapped his fin­gers. “Oh,

    yes. He al­so us­es a phrase of Dr. Lust­baden’s from time to time. Nie wieder. It means–“




    “I know what it means. He used it with Ana. It’s some kind of hyp­not­ic trig­ger word.”




    Wolfe raised his eye­brows. “How very ob­ser­vant,” he said. He picked up the red glass ball

    and held it close to Re­mo’s face.




    Re­mo blinked twice, very slow­ly. “You’re try­ing to hyp­no­tize me, too, aren’t you? I

    ought to warn you. I can’t be drugged, and I can’t be hyp­no­tized.”




    “Of course you can’t,” Wolfe said. “Just re­lax.”




    The red ball seemed to grow be­fore Re­mo’s eyes, ex­pand­ing to fill the room, the

    uni­verse. “But Caan…”




    “Don’t con­cern your­self with Caan,” Wolfe said qui­et­ly. “It is an or­di­nary thing. And

    it on­ly hap­pens in his sleep.”




    Re­mo sighed. “Okay,” he said grog­gi­ly.




    On­ly in his sleep.




    “So what about me?” he asked, feel­ing his eyes glaze over.




    Wolfe smiled. “The doc­tor and I feel that your phys­ical and men­tal con­trol are so

    high­ly evolved that you could shift your con­cen­tra­tion at will. The old man is good on­ly

    for pushups. Caan, who is stronger, has been pre­pared for his mis­sion. But you, Re­mo.” He

    stretched out his arms. “With the doc­tor’s help, you will be able to do any­thing.”




    “No kid­ding,” Re­mo said.




    Amost im­per­cep­ti­bly, Wolfe moved the sparkling red glass ball clos­er to Re­mo.




    “If the doc­tor can use you for his stud­ies, it will fur­ther the cause of mankind by a

    thou­sand years. He will cre­ate with you a true Uber­men­sch, a su­per­man whose seed will

    spawn a new gen­er­ation of su­pe­ri­or be­ings.”




    Re­mo grinned.




    “So you see, we will make ev­ery ef­fort to keep you alive, both now and lat­er– af­ter the

    in­ci­dent in New York.”




    “Caan’s go­ing to blow up the sum­mit meet­ing,” Re­mo said, con­fused. He knew it was

    im­por­tant to re­mem­ber that the pres­ident and the So­vi­et pre­mier were go­ing to be

    mur­dered by Kamikaze at­tack. But he couldn’t for the life of him fig­ure out why.




    “It will be a great be­gin­ning,” Wolfe said. “The birth of the Fourth Re­ich.”




    “Is that like the Fourth of Ju­ly?” Re­mo asked.




    “Rather. Would you like to lie down?”




    “Sleepy,” Re­mo said.




    “You’ll find the so­fa quite com­fort­able.” He helped Re­mo up and di­rect­ed him to a long

    vel­vet set­tee with a head cush­ion. He placed the red ball next to Re­mo’s face. “How is

    that?”




    Re­mo stared, smil­ing and trans­fixed, at the whirling lights in the ball. “Great,” he

    said.




    Al­most as if it came in a dream, Re­mo heard foot­steps en­ter­ing the room and an­oth­er

    voice speak­ing qui­et­ly.




    “He is un­der con­trol?” The voice asked.




    “Per­fect­ly, Herr Dok­tor.”




    “Well done, Wil­helm,” Lust­baden said.




    “He is an im­pos­si­ble sub­ject,” Wolfe said. “If it had not been for those time-​re­leased

    drugs you in­ject­ed in­to his body ear­li­er, he would not have…”




    “I know,” said Lust­baden. “That is why I in­ject­ed them in­to his blood. Now we must

    sim­ply keep him con­tin­uous­ly drugged.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “Our plan was good be­fore,” Lust­baden said. “Now it is per­fect.”




    “As we ex­pect of you, Herr Dok­tor,” Wolfe said.




    “First we de­stroy the sum­mit con­fer­ence and the rulers of Amer­ica and Rus­sia. And then

    we trot out this man as a se­cret weapon for a se­cret Amer­ican agen­cy and blame the

    dis­as­ter on him. Rus­sia and Amer­ica will be at war in hours. They will be de­stroyed in

    days.”




    “Bril­liant, Dok­tor,” said Wolfe.




    “Of course,” Lust­baden said.




    Re­mo heard foot­steps cross the room. He saw two white legs be­neath a lab coat in front of

    him, and he fol­lowed them up­ward, past the port­ly bel­ly to the pink face framed with white

    hair, the cold blue eyes watch­ing him be­hind the gold-​rimmed spec­ta­cles, the lips curved

    ab­sent­ly in a half-​moon. “You are well, Mr. Williams?” Lust­baden asked.




    “Okey dokey,” Re­mo said.




    “Good. En­joy your rest. I will be with you short­ly.”




    “Al­ways got to wait in doc­tors’ of­fices,” Re­mo said. His eye­lids felt like lead.




    Lust­baden turned to Wolfe. “You will re­main here. I must at­tend to the busi­ness at hand.

    Your men will come with me.”




    Wolfe salut­ed. The doc­tor left the room, his heels click­ing sharply ahead of the heavy

    thud of march­ing foot­falls as he head­ed down the cor­ri­dor.




    “One thing,” Re­mo said grog­gi­ly.




    “Yes?”




    “Where’s Chi­un? And Smith? They re­al­ly es­cape?”




    Wolfe hes­itat­ed. “For now,” he said.




    “Good.” Re­mo smiled and set­tled in­to his pil­low.




    “But we’ve de­stroyed their boat,” Wolfe ex­plained. “We’ll find them as soon as the launch

    is com­plet­ed.”




    “Launch?”




    “Lieu­tenant Caan is leav­ing on his mis­sion now.”




    Re­mo frowned. “Mis­sion? Oh,” he said, de­cid­ing he was too tired to ask about it. “You

    bring Chi­un and Smith here,” he added. “We’ll all spread our seed around the Fourth of

    Ju­ly.”




    “Oh, they’re both too old,” Wolfe said, laugh­ing at the out­ra­geous­ness of the

    sug­ges­tion. “Why, one of them is not even white.”




    “No Chi­un?” His eyes opened wide.




    “Shhh. Sleep, Re­mo.”




    “Can’t sleep. Tricked me. Go­ing to kill Chi­un.”




    “Sleep, Re­mo.”




    And against his will he slept, all of him ex­cept for a small spark deep with­in him. That

    small part of him, un­mea­sur­able and in­vi­olate, wait­ed for a spe­cial call be­yond time

    and space.




    It wait­ed for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen




    “Heil Hitler!”




    Richard Caan snapped to at­ten­tion at the words, shoot­ing his right arm out in salute.




    Lust­baden cir­cled him slow­ly, nod­ding with ap­proval at Caan’s crisp at­tire, his

    ram­rod stance, his clear, blank eyes. “Do you un­der­stand your mis­sion?” he barked.




    “Yes, Herr Dok­tor.”




    “And you are pre­pared to car­ry it out to the let­ter?”




    “Yes, Herr Dok­tor.”




    “The maps? Have you ev­ery­thing you need?”




    “Ev­ery­thing, Herr Dok­tor.”




    “Any ques­tions?”




    “No, Herr Dok­tor.”




    Lust­baden smiled, the half-​moon lips quiv­er­ing with ex­cite­ment. “Then we shall

    be­gin,” he said with an air of tri­umphant fi­nal­ity. “Col­lect your ma­te­ri­als. The F-24

    is on the run­way. You will have to warm up the en­gine.”




    Caan went to his desk, where his maps and nav­iga­tion­al guides were stacked. He leafed

    through them to dou­ble-​check. He was a ma­chine now, the per­fect in­stru­ment for his

    mis­sion. He no longer re­sist­ed Lust­baden, and was no longer pun­ished. His health had

    re­turned with­in a mat­ter of hours, thanks to the doc­tor’s mirac­ulous in­jec­tions. All the

    suf­fer­ing in that small room, strapped to a bed that al­lowed him no sleep, with the

    con­stant din of the pro­jec­tor in his ears– all of the dis­com­fort, tor­ture, and

    un­speak­able pain were for noth­ing. He had changed it all just by say­ing yes.




    By go­ing along.




    He walked to the bed­room, where his flight bag wait­ed, al­ready packed, on the fresh­ly

    made bed. He picked up the bag, set it down again, and then fol­lowed a strange im­pulse to

    lift the pil­low on the bed to his face.




    It crack­led with new feath­ers. The linen was stiff and blue-​white, like the

    pil­low­cas­es in his grand­moth­er’s house in Brook­lyn, scent­ed with strong soap and the

    out­door air where she hung her wash on a line.




    Why would he think of Brook­lyn at a time like this, he won­dered. Why re­mem­ber the

    fam­ily din­ners of brisket, when his grand­moth­er would bring out the aro­mat­ic plat­ter,

    her face flushed, and set it on her cro­cheted table­cloth?




    He shook the thoughts away and threw down the pil­low.




    The lace of the table­cloth was starched stiff. His grand­moth­er sat in a rock­ing chair,

    even at din­ner.




    He picked up the flight bag and went back to Lust­baden. With­out a word, the doc­tor opened

    the door, and they walked in­to the long cor­ri­dor.




    On the third day of Chanukah, when Richard was twelve years old, his grand­moth­er had

    giv­en him a sil­ver Star of David on a chain. It had been just the two of them, sit­ting in

    Nana’s dark­ened liv­ing room in front of her gas-​fu­eled fire­place, so Nana had de­cid­ed to

    teach him Ger­man. It was a hope­less ex­per­iment. Caan had nev­er pos­sessed a gift for

    lan­guages. Still, he re­mem­bered the scene as vivid­ly as if it had hap­pened that very

    morn­ing: lit­tle Richard, his hair combed back with wa­ter, sit­ting at his grand­moth­er’s

    feet, the sil­ver Star of David sparkling in his hand. And Nana, her white hair glow­ing like a

    ha­lo as she rocked back and forth, back and forth, re­peat­ing words in a strange, harsh

    lan­guage.




    He didn’t re­mem­ber the words. All he re­called was the move­ment of her lips as she

    rocked, speak­ing in Ger­man, the words, the words…




    What words?




    “Is some­thing the mat­ter?” Lust­baden asked over his shoul­der. He was stand­ing sev­er­al

    feet in front of Caan in the Great Hall. Caan re­al­ized with a start that he had stopped

    walk­ing al­to­geth­er.




    He felt him­self blush­ing from shame. “No, Herr Dok­tor.”




    “Move quick­ly, then. There is much to do.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    Two guards met them at the en­trance to the cave and es­cort­ed them out­side. Far­ther down

    the airstrip, gath­ered around the F-24, Lust­baden’s full con­tin­gent of SPI­DER corps

    sol­diers stood at at­ten­tion.




    The lep­ers were milling around in their vil­lage, buzzing in a state of high ex­cite­ment.

    Sev­er­al of them were clus­tered around Ana’s hut, where the chief stood at at­ten­tion,

    mak­ing dis­cour­ag­ing ges­tures at cu­ri­ous vil­lagers who tried to peek in­side the

    door­way.




    Lust­baden looked over the tableau, his eyes nar­row­ing. “Just a mo­ment,” he said,

    leav­ing Caan on the airstrip with the two guards as he hur­ried to­ward the com­mo­tion.




    The lep­ers scat­tered when he ap­proached the hut– all ex­cept for Ana, who sat

    mo­tion­less on the ground, and Timu. The chief stood tall and straight, his mus­cles taut, the

    veins in his neck throb­bing, his nos­trils flar­ing with sup­pressed fear.




    “What are you hid­ing?” Lust­baden de­mand­ed abrupt­ly.




    Some of the lep­ers scur­ried in­to their homes. Oth­ers backed away, whis­per­ing among

    them­selves. Lust­baden heard the word Zo­ran sev­er­al times, spo­ken with the awe one

    at­tributes to a de­ity.




    Timu crossed his arms silent­ly over his chest and spread his feet to cov­er the en­trance

    like some ter­ri­fy­ing colos­sus.




    “Move aside,” Lust­baden said, and shoved Timu with all his strength. The chief didn’t

    budge.




    Lust­baden stepped back a pace, his anger ev­ident. A hushed si­lence fell over the

    vil­lagers. The doc­tor rec­og­nized his ad­van­tage at once.




    “I am Zo­ran who speaks,” he in­toned so that all the vil­lage could hear. “I com­mand you

    to let me en­ter.”




    Timu turned slow­ly to face him. “I have made my pact with one greater than you,” he said.

    “You may not en­ter.”




    At that, the vil­lage seemed to burst with un­con­trol­lable ex­cite­ment. Even Ana looked

    up, non­plused by her broth­er’s blas­phe­my. “Timu,” she said soft­ly, her voice a

    warn­ing.




    “Be­gone, Zo­ran,” the chief said. He turned away from the doc­tor, his face as

    im­pla­ca­ble as a stone carv­ing.




    “You filthy lep­er,” Lust­baden spat. “You dis­gust­ing, sub­hu­man ver­min. How dare you

    speak to me with such in­so­lence!” He drew back his hand and slapped Timu across the face.




    The chief moved with the blow. He right­ed him­self. Then, fac­ing Lust­baden, he shoved the

    doc­tor with both hands in­to the dirt.




    The vil­lagers gasped. Wom­en cried out. Ana skit­tered to her feet, her face a mask of

    ter­ror. Lust­baden rolled to a sit­ting po­si­tion, not both­er­ing to wipe the dust from his

    face and white coat. His eyes were metal­lic, sparkling with hate. The half-​moon smile was

    turned down­ward in a sneer of raw ug­li­ness.




    “Kill him,” he hissed.




    The SPI­DER corps was al­ready run­ning to­ward the vil­lage. The two guards with Caan were

    clos­er, al­ready kneel­ing, cock­ing their pis­tols. Caan stood be­side them, watch­ing.




    Lust­baden screamed the com­mand. “Kill him!”




    Two bul­lets fired. Two wounds burst up­on Timu’s chest like bright blos­soms. The chief

    stag­gered and fell.




    “Timu,” Ana cried, rush­ing to hold her still-​breath­ing broth­er in her arms. The chief

    let her em­brace him. “Oh, Timu, why?” she sobbed, rock­ing him. “Why did you speak against

    Zo­ran?”




    His lips moved with ef­fort. “I pushed him,” he said won­der­ing­ly, blood trick­ling from

    the cor­ners of his mouth. “And he fell. Zo­ran is on­ly a man, af­ter all. Tell them… he is…

    on­ly…”




    He breathed once more, and then he died.




    And the sol­diers closed in.


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen




    Lust­baden stepped past Ana and the body of her broth­er and stormed in­to the flim­sy

    thatch hut. Harold Smith was in­side, alone and un­con­cious.




    The doc­tor kicked him hard in his side. Smith moaned in pain and shock, com­ing to with a

    ragged gasp.




    “Where is the oth­er?” he de­mand­ed. “The old Chi­nese?”




    Chi­un had been back in the rain for­est for some time, but Smith, still grog­gy, mum­bled

    on­ly, “Don’t know what you’re talk­ing about.”




    Lust­baden kicked him again. Smith bit down on his own hand to keep from scream­ing. The

    doc­tor stepped out of the hut. “Caan!”




    “Yes, Herr Dok­tor.”




    His grand­moth­er’s face in the gaslight, rock­ing, whis­per­ing, whis­per­ing the

    words…




    “Go, damn you!”




    Caan took a few hes­itant steps to­ward the airstrip, his head reel­ing in con­fu­sion. The

    mis­sion. New York. Nana’s brisket. The pres­ident. The So­vi­et pre­mier. The starched lace

    table­cloth. The World Trade tow­ers. The F-24. Nana’s lips, mov­ing, mov­ing with the Ger­man

    words.




    The two guards who had shot the lep­er chief took up their po­si­tions be­side Caan. He

    stum­bled to­ward the airstrip, chok­ing with tears he could not un­der­stand.




    “You re­main here,” Lust­baden called to the two guards. “The rest of you search the area

    for the old Chi­nese dwarf.”




    The sol­diers hes­itat­ed. They were all star­ing be­hind Lust­baden. He turned to see Ana

    stand­ing stock still be­hind him, her broth­er’s knife poised in her hand.




    She spoke soft­ly, but with a fer­vor that made even the doc­tor stop cold in his tracks.

    “Mon­ster,” she said. “Mur­der­er. You killed my broth­er with no more thought than you would

    have for swat­ting a fly.”




    “Put down the knife, Ana,” the doc­tor said.




    But she walked near­er, her eyes on Lust­baden’s, the knife held ready for at­tack.

    “Mur­der­ing swine.”




    Be­hind her, the lep­ers mut­tered in agree­ment.




    “Anal”




    “You are afraid to die. I can see it on your face. Zo­ran, the great, the wise, the

    mag­nif­icent. Zo­ran is noth­ing but a-​lit­tle man gone mad with pow­er. But your pow­er ends

    here, swine.”




    “Swine!” a voice called from the crowd of vil­lagers.




    He glared at the lep­ers, but Ana was com­ing still clos­er at the same steady pace. “Put it

    down, Ana. I do not wish to kill you.”




    She laughed, hard and bit­ter. “No, I imag­ine you don’t. Who else on this is­land is there

    for you to whore with? On­ly me, the weak one who does all the dirty things you de­sire so that

    I can stay alive and out of pain.”




    Caan, walk­ing to the airstrip, turned around to lis­ten to the girl. She looked like a

    sleep­walk­er, her black hair stream­ing be­hind her, her arms out­stretched, her knuck­les

    white where they gripped the knife.




    “But I have learned one thing, Zo­ran,” she said. “There are worse pun­ish­ments than pain.

    There are some things that are worse even than painful death. I do not fear you now.”




    “Nie wieder,” Lust­baden shout­ed. The girl screamed. “Nie wieder!”




    The knife qua­vered, but did not fall.




    “Nie wieder!” Lust­baden roared.




    “You do not con­trol me,” she said slow­ly, strug­gling to speak. Her body was trem­bling.

    Spit­tle gath­ered around her lips. She would not be able to with­stand him much longer, she

    knew.




    “Nie wieder,” he said again, teas­ing­ly this time, his half-​moon smile re­turn­ing. The

    girl dou­bled over in pain.




    Caan stood, fright­ened, a chill like a ra­zor run­ning down his back. Nie wieder. Nie

    wieder?




    “The plane, sir,” a sol­dier said, tap­ping his arm.




    He looked at the young man in be­wil­der­ment. “The plane? Yes, the plane,” he said am­bling

    off.




    He didn’t even see the lep­ers pick up their rocks and clods of earth and hurl them to­ward

    Lust­baden and his men.




    “Ana is right,” some­one called. “There are worse things than death.”




    “You mur­dered our chief.”




    “Zo­ran is a liar and a killer!”




    A stone struck Lust­baden on the shoul­der. The vil­lagers cheered in ap­proval.




    “Fire,” he shout­ed to his troops. “Kill all of these dis­eased scum. They nev­er de­served

    to live in the first place. Fire, I say!”




    The show­er of bul­lets sound­ed like thun­der, pun­tu­at­ed by the screams of the wound­ed

    and dy­ing. But the lep­ers re­fused to run. Watch­ing their neigh­bors drop be­side them, an

    un­spo­ken bond seemed to rise among the sur­vivors and com­mand them to stay and fight the

    sol­diers with what­ev­er weapons they could find– to stand and die.




    A young boy took Ana’s arm and helped her to her feet. You are brave,” he said grave­ly.

    “Fight with us now. Do not fear pain.” He picked up Timu’s knife and hand­ed it to her. “This

    be­longs to you now,” he said, clasp­ing her fin­gers over the hilt.




    At the edge of the rain for­est, Chi­un dropped the bun­dle of herbs and leaves in his arms

    and ran for the melee. He could hard­ly be­lieve his eyes. Timu, along with a score of

    vil­lagers, lay dead by the hut. Lust­baden’s SPI­DER corps was pick­ing off the un­armed

    lep­ers in a bloody mas­sacre of the peo­ple his an­ces­tor had sworn to de­fend.




    With a high leap that made him seem to float in midair, he de­scend­ed on the sol­diers with

    the fury of a jun­gle cat. The Nazis fired ran­dom­ly, but their weapons were of no use against

    this small old man who pos­sessed the force of ten di­vi­sions. He trav­eled from one sol­dier

    to the next, shat­ter­ing their pis­tols and ri­fles with quick, com­plex strokes of his

    hands.




    The lep­ers fought with him, cheer­ing each oth­er on as the sol­diers dropped be­neath

    Chi­un’s killing blows. When at last the few who sur­vived had dropped their weapons and fled,

    Chi­un stopped.




    “Who is named suc­ces­sor as chief?” he shout­ed to the throng of vil­lagers.




    The young man with Ana stepped for­ward. “I am, Mas­ter,” he said.




    “Hence­forth, call no man Mas­ter,” Chi­un said. “You are even­ly matched, now that the

    sol­diers have been de­prived of their guns. Lead your peo­ple in­to bat­tle with these evil

    ones who run from you, and do not fail.”




    The boy bright­ened. “I will,” he said. And with a cry he brought the lep­ers for­ward to

    fight.




    Smith looked up from his straw mat in the hut, try­ing to mask the pain from Lust­baden’s

    kicks to his ribs and back.




    “Is Lust­baden alive?” he asked.




    “Yes.”




    “Why did you stop?”




    Chi­un an­swered soft­ly. “With my skills, I can bring safe­ty to the lep­ers. But on­ly

    they can win back the pride that Zo­ran and his men have tak­en from them.”




    He wrapped Smith’s ribs. “I must leave again. There is some­thing I need to at­tend to.”




    “Re­mo?” Smith asked.




    “Re­mo.”




    Smith took hold of Chi­un’s sleeve. “He’s dead,” he said qui­et­ly. “The plane. Stop the

    plane.”




    “Re­mo first.” Chi­un left.




    Be­hind the straw hut he knelt, his eyes half closed, his heart­beat slowed al­most to

    cold­ness. He sent his mind rang­ing through space, seek­ing to con­nect with an­oth­er be­yond

    the hear­ing of ev­ery oth­er be­ing in the uni­verse. Chi­un sig­naled on­ly one word:

    Shi­va.




    You are cre­at­ed Shi­va, the de­stroy­er, death, the shat­ter­er of worlds, the dead night

    tiger made whole by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    And in the cave, deep in hyp­not­ic sleep, Re­mo stirred.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty




    The SPI­DER corps was gone.




    The bod­ies of their dead lay strewn in a mire of blood and mud ex­tend­ing from the

    vil­lage clear­ing to the edge of the rain for­est. Lust­baden alone re­mained, cry­ing out

    fran­ti­cal­ly to his life­less pro­tec­tors.




    “Get up!” he com­mand­ed, kick­ing a fall­en sol­dier where he lay. “This is

    in­sub­or­di­na­tion. This is treach­ery.” He shook the corpse of an­oth­er. “Do not be­tray

    me!” he raged, his white coat now blood­soaked and torn.




    Led by Ana and the new chief, the lep­ers con­verged on him.




    “He is mad,” the boy said.




    “He has al­ways been mad,” Ana an­swered, stea­dyng the knife in her grip. “And we were mad

    to lis­ten to him.”




    Lust­baden turned, his eyes wild. “I am not mad,” he shout­ed hoarse­ly. “I am the great­est

    med­ical mind the world has ev­er known. You dare to come to me like this, you foul crea­tures

    with blood on your hands?”




    “We will wel­come your blood on our hands,” Ana said, swing­ing the knife high over her

    head.




    Sud­den­ly Lust­baden laughed, the high­pitched gig­gle of a girl. “You for­get,” he

    whis­pered, his mad­ness dart­ing like lights out of the blue eyes. “The birds.”




    He held up his left arm, show­ing the wrist­watch with the ul­tra­son­ic alarm. “I’ll call

    them,” he threat­ened. “I’ll call them and you’ll all die. Ev­ery filthy, stink­ing last one of

    you.”




    “The birds,” some­one whis­pered.




    “Zo­ran still has the birds.”




    “The birds will kill us.”




    The vil­lagers be­gan to dis­perse, crouch­ing and fear­ful, seek­ing shel­ter in their

    huts. Their vic­to­ry had van­ished.




    “Come back,” Ana cried. “Can’t you see? He would not re­lease his birds. He is in the open

    with us. They would kill him, too.”




    “They won’t kill me,” Lust­baden said, his half-​moon smile twitch­ing. “Noth­ing can kill

    me.” He pressed the but­ton on his watch.




    A high shriek like the wail of a ghoul pierced the air. In the dis­tance, the dark shad­ow

    of a gull flapped to­ward them.




    Re­mo awoke.




    Wil­helm Wolfe, who sat be­side him read­ing, looked up in sur­prise when Re­mo rose from

    the set­tee.




    “Get out of my way,” Re­mo said.




    Wolfe at­tempt­ed a smile, but it died on his face. There was some­thing in Re­mo’s

    coun­te­nance that fright­ened him down to his bones.




    He picked up the red glass ball, its sparks still swirling in­side. Re­mo swat­ted it away,

    shat­ter­ing it in the air.




    “What– what’s gone wrong?” Wolfe said, more to him­self than to Re­mo. He bar­reled around

    the room, open­ing draw­ers, search­ing fran­ti­cal­ly for some kind of weapon. At last he

    found a small sil­ver pis­tol on the cor­ner of a desk. Whirling around, he fired at Re­mo

    with­out tak­ing aim.




    Re­mo dodged the bul­let eas­ily. It came to rest in the wall be­hind him. “I thought you

    weren’t go­ing to try to kill me,” he said. “Just you and me and the doc, re­mem­ber? The three

    mus­ke­teers, sow­ing my Aryan seed for the glo­ry of the Eighty-​eighth Re­ich or what­ev­er

    the hell it is.”




    With a slid­ing jump that took him com­plete­ly across the room, Re­mo was on him, and the

    pis­tol was fly­ing, and Wolfe cried out in alarm.




    “I was on­ly fol­low­ing or­ders. That’s all. I meant you no harm per­son­al­ly.”




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart.” He grasped him by the back of the neck.




    “Wait,” Wolfe gasped, his eyes bulging. “Please.”




    Re­mo loos­ened his hold.




    “I know that I must die,” he said. The marks on his neck from Re­mo’s hands stood out, raw

    and mot­tled. “Per­haps in an­oth­er time, in oth­er cir­cum­stances, we could have been

    friends.” He shrugged. “That is of no con­se­quence now. All I ask is that I be per­mit­ted to

    take my own life.”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “Why?”




    “I was born to an an­cient and no­ble house. Dis­hon­or would fall on the shad­ows of my

    an­ces­tors if I were to be killed by a man with no weapons oth­er than his hands.”




    “How would you do it?”




    Wolfe held up his signet ring with the em­bossed spi­der de­sign on the front. “Poi­son. I

    have car­ried it for many years. It will be quick, I promise.”




    He flipped open the gold spi­der top and stood star­ing in­to the hol­low ring for some

    mo­ments.




    Re­mo stepped for­ward. “Is it pow­der?” he asked, think­ing af­ter­ward that his ques­tion

    must have sound­ed flip at such a mo­ment.




    “No,” Wolfe said, smil­ing faint­ly. “Acid,” He hurled his arm at Re­mo, send­ing the

    liq­uid shoot­ing di­rect­ly to­ward him.




    Re­mo ducked quick­ly enough so that the acid missed his face, but he felt the burn of the

    droplets on his back and shoul­ders. The cloth of his T-​shirt dis­in­te­grat­ed in huge holes,

    un­cov­er­ing deep red marks on his skin. By the time he could stand up­right, Wolfe was

    halfway out the door.




    Re­mo caught him be­fore he had tak­en an­oth­er step. “An­cient and no­ble house,” he said.

    He took hold of Wolfe’s hand with its spi­der ring still on it and pulled slow­ly to­ward

    Wolfe’s face.




    The Nazi was pant­ing, his eyes dart­ing fre­net­ical­ly around the silent cave halls. “Who

    are you?” he whis­pered.




    Re­mo looked him dead in the face. “I am Shi­va,” he said. “My line is an­cient, too.” And

    with that, he pressed the ring in­to Wolfe’s fore­head un­til the skull cracked. When he was

    fin­ished, Wolfe lay alone in the emp­ty hall­way, his brain ooz­ing from the back of his head.

    His eyes were wide and star­ing. On his fore­head was stamped the red sil­hou­ette of a

    spi­der.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-One




    The sky was dark with the huge, low-​fly­ing shad­ows of the birds. The clear­ing, once

    filled with vil­lagers, was emp­ty ex­cept for the two fig­urs of Ana and Lust­baden, stand­ing

    among the dead.




    Ana’s face was ex­pres­sion­less. She dropped the knife from her hand. “You have won,

    Zo­ran,” she said. “We will all die now. I did not think you had the courage to give up your

    own life in or­der to kill us.”




    Lust­baden laughed, con­vul­sive and ma­ni­acal. “But don’t you see?” he said, tit­ter­ing.

    “I won’t die.” He pulled a small vial of liq­uid from the breast pock­et of his lab coat. “They

    will not at­tack me with this. On­ly you will be killed. You and the rest of your lep­er

    friends.”




    See­ing the girl’s shock, he waved the vial at her tan­ta­liz­ing­ly. “But be­fore you go,

    Ana, I wish to tell you a sto­ry. It’s about the in­ci­dent at Molokai. Your vi­ola­tion, my

    dear girl. By the gang of strangers. Re­mem­ber that?”




    He wait­ed for a re­ac­tion from her, but the girl didn’t move. He arched an eye­brow in

    mock com­men­da­tion. “Bet­ter, Ana,” he said. “There was a time the mere men­tion of it would

    have sent you in­to parox­ysms.”




    “I no longer fear the past,” she said.




    “Good. Good, good, good. Be­cause I wish to in­form you, in the hour of your death, that the

    men who raped you were my men, SPI­DER corps troops I had been gath­er­ing from all over

    Eu­rope.”




    “What?” The col­or drained from her cheeks.




    “I kept them on Molokai, out­side the lep­er colony, where I knew the au­thor­ities wouldn’t

    come. Through hyp­no­sis, I trained your mind not to re­mem­ber their faces. But they’ve been

    here with you all along, ev­er since that day in Hawaii.” He laughed up­roar­ious­ly.




    “But you– you found me,” she stam­mered in a small voice.




    “Nat­ural­ly I found you,” he said. “My dar­ling, I was the first to have you.”




    She seemed to ex­plode from with­in. “You!” she cried, pick­ing up the knife at her feet and

    run­ning to­ward him.




    With re­mark­able deft­ness for a man his age, Lust­baden lunged for­ward and grasped her

    wrists. Then, with her hands strug­gling in his, he kicked her be­tween her legs. The air

    whooshed out of her in a gust. She crum­pled to the ground in a heap.




    He un­screwed the lid to the glass vial. “Good-​bye, Ana,” he said qui­et­ly.




    Sud­den­ly a loud bang re­ver­ber­at­ed in the clear­ing. Lust­baden screamed, his face

    twist­ed in amaze­ment as he looked at his left hand, which had held the vial. In its place was

    a bro­ken shard of glass em­bed­ded in a bloody mass of tis­sue and bone.




    Through his blurred vi­sion, he saw a wisp of smoke lin­ger­ing in front of one of the huts

    in the vil­lage. A man leaned in the half-​shad­ow of the door­way, a Nazi Luger smok­ing in

    his hand.




    It was Harold Smith.




    “Nein!” Lust­baden shrieked above the noise of the on­com­ing birds. “Gott, nein!” It was a

    cry of rage and de­spair, the help­less wail of a man de­feat­ed on the verge of tri­umph.




    “I won’t kill you,” Smith said. His face was bathed in sweat, the mus­cles of his neck

    strain­ing with each word. “The birds will do that.”




    Lust­baden searched the sky, as if he re­mem­bered the birds’ pres­ence for the first time.

    He waved his arms at the fly­ing killers above. There were hun­dreds of them, a bliz­zard of

    white beasts, mind­less and lust­ing af­ter prey. Lust­baden’s arms, the in­jured one shoot­ing

    off jets of fresh blood, fell to his sides in dull res­ig­na­tion. He looked like an old, old

    man.




    “Not the birds,” he whim­pered. “Please. Don’t leave me to them. Use your gun. Shoot.

    Please, Smith.”




    Smith looked pity­ing­ly at him. Thir­ty-​six years. He had spent more than half a life­time

    chas­ing this old man who begged for death.




    He raised the Luger. Death was bad enough. But death by the birds would be slow and painful

    and ter­ri­ble.




    Lust­baden stood be­fore him, trem­bling as he wait­ed for the bul­let. He cov­ered his face

    with his bloody hands like a fright­ened child.




    This was not the Prince of Hell, Smith thought. Like Zo­ran, the is­land de­ity, the mad

    ge­nius of the war camps was just an­oth­er dis­guise Lust­baden had donned to hide his

    in­signif­icance.




    Smith aimed. A shot in the head would be pain­less and swift. He squint­ed through the

    sight. His head was swirling again. At the end of the pis­tol’s bar­rel he saw a face, Di­mi’s

    face.




    There was Di­mi, alone and white-​haired, shuf­fling in his shab­by room, re­mem­ber­ing his

    wife and daugh­ter and his twin boys. Had their deaths been pain­less, those chil­dren un­der

    Lust­baden’s knife? Did the daugh­ter, with her sea-​green eyes, die eas­ily when she tore the

    bro­ken glass in­to her own arm? And what did He­le­na, the kind­ly wife who had giv­en Smith

    soup and a blan­ket, feel when she was marched in­to the show­ers at Auschwitz and found a

    stone in place of soap?




    Smith threw the gun to the ground. “No,” he said. “I’m sor­ry for you. The end will be bad.

    But I owe a jus­tice.”




    Lust­baden stood still for a mo­ment, his shoul­ders slumped. His round face was streaked

    with blood. With a fi­nal glance at the sky, tur­bu­lent with the flap­ping of birds’ wings, he

    tucked his ex­plod­ed hand close to his chest and scram­bled on his fat, short legs to­ward the

    rain for­est, seek­ing shel­ter from the birds he knew would find him.




    Smith went back in­to the hut and col­lapsed. Be­fore he lost con­scious­ness, it oc­curred

    to him that the birds would be com­ing for him, too, and for Chi­un who had saved his life.

    Re­mo was prob­ably al­ready dead. And the plane would take off as sched­uled. It was a sor­ry

    end for all of them, per­haps for all the world. A sor­ry end, sense­less and mad.




    In the dark­ness of un­con­scious­ness that slow­ly en­veloped him, he saw him­self, as if

    from a great dis­tance. He was weep­ing– for Di­mi, for his fam­ily, for Re­mo and Chi­un. Even

    for Lust­baden, the Prince of Hell, who was, af­ter all, no more than a fool curs­ing in the

    shad­ows. And for him­self, too, for the man with no an­swers. He wept for them all.




    Re­mo ran to­ward the clear­ing at top speed. Over­head, the birds shrieked men­ac­ing­ly.

    Ahead, he saw Ana, stand­ing alone and obliv­ious to the dan­ger in the sky. Her face was

    stark­ly white, and she stood as still as a corpse, her hands crossed in front of her chest, as

    if prepar­ing her­self for death.




    He reached her just ahead of the birds and pushed her in­to the hut. As the gulls

    de­scend­ed, Chi­un ap­peared from be­hind the hut, pale and trem­bling from his trance.




    “Help me, Chi­un,” Re­mo said.




    The old man took his place be­side him in si­lence. To­geth­er, they wait­ed for the

    birds.




    The crea­tures dived in squadrons of twen­ty or thir­ty, their screams tear­ing through the

    sky. They dropped to­ward the two men, their beaks open, their talons un­sheathed and poised

    like dag­gers.




    Re­mo took the lead­er, snatch­ing its claws and throw­ing the beast to the ground. But when

    the rest con­verged, he grabbed what­ev­er he could in the snowy flut­ter­ing of wings. Sinewy

    necks, cold be­neath their down, snapped in his fin­gers. The air was thick with their gamy

    smell. Re­mo felt a wave of nau­sea rise with­in him as the bod­ies of the birds mount­ed

    be­side him, and he was puz­zled that the killing of beasts seemed more like mur­der than the

    killing of men.




    But these were not nat­ural beasts. He could tell by their weight, by the un­even

    dis­tri­bu­tion of their mas­cu­la­ture, that these an­imals had been bred to be­come the

    sharks of the air– hardy mech­anisms of sur­vival, ge­net­ical­ly pro­grammed to kill on

    com­mand.




    He was sur­round­ed by hun­gry black eyes like but­tons, seek­ing out his own eyes. Their

    yel­low beaks jut­ted and stabbed, prob­ing for his throat. Al­ready his arms were cut and

    bruised from their at­tack, and the acid burns on his shoul­ders were torn open. He killed

    me­chan­ical­ly, thought­less­ly, dis­card­ing the limp flesh of the dead as he grap­pled with

    the liv­ing birds.




    At last they thinned, and the sky showed blue again. A few es­caped over the ocean, their

    shrill calls grow­ing faint, un­til the clear­ing was silent.




    The Val­ley of the Damned, Re­mo thought, look­ing over the blood­stained waste­land. Flies

    buzzed around the heads of the dead sol­diers and lep­ers. The felled bod­ies of the birds lay

    in heaps over ev­ery inch of the clear­ing. The huts were closed and silent, their

    in­hab­itants hid­ing in­side. The place was apt­ly named.




    On the edge of the rain for­est, Zo­ran Lust­baden’s man­gled body lay twist­ed and

    blood-​drenched. His throat had been torn out by the birds, and two gap­ing holes where his

    eyes had been stared up­ward to­ward the af­ter­noon sun.




    “It is near­ly fin­ished,” Chi­un said weari­ly. A white feath­er dropped from his shoul­der

    and flut­tered on­to Lust­baden’s open palm.




    There was not so much as a drop of blood on the old Ori­en­tal’s robe. “Near­ly?” Re­mo

    asked.




    “The plane,” Chi­un said. “There is still time to stop it. It is the Em­per­or’s wish.”




    In the dis­tance, Re­mo heard the drone of the F-24’s en­gine as it pre­pared for take­off.

    “Oh, God, Caan, you crazy Jew­ish Nazi,” Re­mo mut­tered as he head­ed for the airstrip.




    He was too late. The stealth bomber, with its ter­ri­ble car­go, was al­ready tak­ing

    off.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Two




    Caan ad­just­ed the oxy­gen in­take valve on his hel­met. He would be fly­ing high above

    radar range, and the air would be thin. He looked straight ahead, out to sea, as the F-24

    tax­ied swift­ly down the airstrip.




    The mis­sion, he said to him­self. Don’t think of any­thing ex­cept the mis­sion.




    What was the mis­sion?




    Caan thought it over. Ah, yes. Brisket. Brisket and a starched lace table­cloth and

    pil­low­cas­es that smelled of lye soap. Rock­ing chairs and a Star of David and his

    grand­moth­er…




    “The mis­sion,” he said aloud, re­mind­ing him­self. The films. The doc­tor. Heil

    Hitler.




    “Don’t for­get, Richard. Nev­er for­get. Nev­er…” His grand­moth­er rock­ing, say­ing the

    words, again and again. Nev­er for­get. Nev­ern­ev­ern­ev­er. The wrin­kled mouth open­ing as

    she rocked, talk­ing sound­less­ly, the un­known words form­ing, talk­ing, talk­ing




    “What are you say­ing?” He screamed, so loud that his voice cracked. Then he gunned the

    throt­tle and he was air­borne, leav­ing the hate­ful old wind­bag in the dust be­hind him.




    Re­mo reached the plane in time to take hold of its land­ing gear. The sud­den burst of

    speed as the bomber climbed in­to the sky near­ly threw him off in­to space, but he man­aged to

    hold on un­til the gear re­tract­ed. As it moved in­to the plane’s body, he swung him­self to

    get a foothold on the left wing, then pro­pelled his weight in an aeri­al arc to land

    up­right.




    The wind was mon­strous. At take­off speed, even the aero­dy­nam­ical­ly per­fect wings of

    the F-24 shim­mied with the pres­sure. Re­mo felt the flesh of his face pulled back­ward with

    the thrust.




    Slow­ly he crawled along the wing, his hands flat against the met­al. It would be just like

    walk­ing down a wall, he told him­self, one hand af­ter the oth­er, sup­port­ed by the

    toe­holds of his feet, us­ing his shift­ing weight and the vac­uum cre­at­ed in his palms to

    keep him­self at­tached to the sur­face.




    But he knew it wouldn’t be the same. It wasn’t a wall, it was the wing of a jet roar­ing

    to­ward the speed of sound. And, too, the burns on his hands from the elec­tric mesh of the

    cave prison hadn’t healed. Flu­id seeped from the raw flesh.




    The pain shot through him as he reached the win­dow be­side the pi­lot’s seat. Caan’s face

    was com­ical in it s undis­guised as­ton­ish­ment, but he was a good pi­lot. The plane nev­er

    wa­vered. In­stead, in the mid­dle of its climb, Caan rolled it over in an aer­obat­ic

    som­er­sault and then dove.




    Re­mo saw the earth turn up­side down, its hori­zon curved in an up­turned smile be­neath

    him. The mus­cles in his arms were strain­ing to their lim­it now, and his hands felt as though

    they were on fire. He wouldn’t be able to stop the plane, he knew. There was on­ly one chance

    open for him, and it was a mil­lion-​to-​one chance at that.




    Wil­helm Wolfe had dis­closed a crack in Caan’s per­fect in­doc­tri­na­tion. “It on­ly

    hap­pens in his sleep,” he had said. That was enough. It would have to be. With the last of his

    strength, he loos­ened one hand and pound­ed on the win­dow. Caan looked over, his face frozen

    in sur­prise, as his plane con­tin­ued its dive, try­ing to shake Re­mo loose.




    “Nie wieder.” Re­mo mouthed the words care­ful­ly. “Nev­er again.”




    He watched the pi­lot’s eyes flare in pan­ic, his gaze dart­ing around the cock­pit as if

    seek­ing an es­cape. Then he turned away from Re­mo to face front. His hands shook like dry

    leaves, as he pulled the plane out of its plunge.




    There was noth­ing more Re­mo could do. Re­leas­ing his one re­main­ing hand­hold, he

    dropped the scant fifty feet in­to the sea.




    She was back. Rock­ing, smelling of flour and sa­chet, the Star of David send­ing white

    light danc­ing on her face as she talked.




    “Nev­er for­get, Richard…”




    “Get out!” he cried, pound­ing at the con­trols in front of him. The plane dipped and

    veered, but the vi­sion re­mained, speak­ing, the mouth open­ing sound­less­ly to ut­ter the

    words that re­mained locked in the past, nev­er to sur­face…




    But the words did come. This time, when she spoke, he un­der­stood. He heard the words as

    clear­ly as he had on that night be­side the gaslit fire­place when he was twelve years

    old.




    She said, “Nie wieder.” Nev­er again.




    The mis­sion.




    The pres­ident. The pre­mier. New York City. The stealth bomber. The mis­sion, the

    mis­sion…




    “Nev­er again,” he said aloud.




    The plane swerved in a great cir­cle in the blue coastal sky, its con­trails bil­low­ing

    be­hind it like a rib­bon of clouds. It whis­tled as it de­scend­ed, sparks fly­ing off its

    sil­ver wings.




    In the vil­lage far be­low, Chi­un helped Smith limp in­to the clear­ing. “Be­hold,” he

    said.




    In the ocean, Re­mo turned on­to his back to watch the spec­ta­cle of the pi­lot re­turn­ing

    to the is­land. ” ‘At­taboy, Caan,” he cheered. “Bring it in, kid.”




    But Caan had no in­ten­tion of land­ing. His ears were filled with the mu­sic of an old

    la­dy’s words as she sat rock­ing in the gaslight.




    “Nev­er again,” he whis­pered as he flew the jet at full air­speed in­to Zo­ran’s se­cret

    cave.




    It ex­plod­ed with a force that shook the en­tire is­land, send­ing down a rain of rock and

    earth and fire.




    “Je­sus,” Re­mo said, avert­ing his face.




    With­in min­utes the cave was gone, the plane was gone, and Caan’s re­mains were scat­tered

    to the winds.




    The Val­ley of the Damned lay in still­ness once again.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Three




    Re­mo stag­gered in­to the hut ex­haust­ed and look­ing like a war ca­su­al­ty. Smith, his

    head and face patched with ban­dages, was sit­ting up, al­ready pen­cil­ing in notes on an old

    sheet of yel­lowed pa­per.




    “Where’d you get the pa­per?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ana. She left, by the way.” He held the pa­per at arm’s length and squint­ed to read his

    own writ­ing with­out his glass­es. “You’ll have to find her.”




    “What for?”




    Chi­un, sit­ting qui­et­ly in the cor­ner, mo­tioned his head to­ward Smith and de­scribed a

    coil near his tem­ple.




    “She’ll be a dan­ger, I think,” Smith went on. “You’ll have to elim­inate her.”




    His voice had the same lemo­ny qual­ity it had ex­hib­it­ed at Fol­croft. His man­ner was

    crisp and busi­nesslike. It was all too clear that his time spent in the val­ley had done

    noth­ing to soft­en him. “I’m ar­rang­ing to have the vil­lagers sent back to Molokai,” he

    said. “I don’t think any of them know enough about you or Chi­un to make a case, and they’ll be

    iso­lat­ed in the colony. But the girl’s healthy. With her broth­er gone, she’s got no rea­son

    to stay with the lep­ers. Giv­en what she knows, it will be too dan­ger­ous to have her

    walk­ing around. She might go to the press, any­thing.” He shook his head in a prim ges­ture,

    his pinched eyes nev­er leav­ing the pa­per in his lap.




    Re­mo shook his head. “You’ll nev­er change, will you, Smit­ty?”




    The re­mark caught Smith off guard. Re­mo was right. He hadn’t changed.




    His eardrum was dam­aged and per­haps punc­tured, his throat was scarred, and he had aged

    enough in one day for a life­time. But in­side, in his se­cret thoughts, he was the same

    ter­ri­fied man who had thrown up his arms in a silent plea to the wiry stranger on the fire

    es­cape in War­saw so many years be­fore.




    He still had no an­swers.




    His mor­tal en­emy, his mon­umen­tal ob­ses­sion, had turned out to be a cow­ard­ly

    lu­natic, un­wor­thy even of a bul­let to die by. A fright­ened old man.




    So were they both, Smith thought, fright­ened old men.




    There were no hero­ics left to him. That was as it should be, Smith de­cid­ed. Let Re­mo,

    with his strength and youth, try to fight the world with his hands. It was his des­tiny.




    But for Harold W. Smith, all that re­mained was a job to do, a job with no room for heroes

    and no an­swers for him.




    “Do as I say,” he snapped in his brit­tle twang. “Some­body has to do it.”




    He looked up. “In­ci­den­tal­ly, it was re­as­sur­ing to see you come out of the cave alive.

    Good… er, gen­er­al­ly good work.”




    “Rat drop­pings,” Re­mo mut­tered as he left the hut.




    Ana was at the wa­ter­fall, where Re­mo knew she would be. She was sit­ting with her knees

    drawn up to her chest, her black hair swirling with the mist from the fall. In the half-​light

    of the van­ish­ing day, she looked like some­thing out of a dream.




    “Hel­lo,” she said.




    “Hel­lo.” Re­mo sat down be­side her.




    “I want this to be as easy for you as I can make it,” she said, not look­ing at him.




    “What?”




    “Killing me,” she said. She laughed at Re­mo’s look of sur­prise. “I’m not an id­iot. I know

    you’re some kind of spe­cial agent. You’re too ex­pert a killer to be an or­di­nary spy, or

    any­thing like that. My guess is that you and the old Mas­ter are a well-​kept gov­ern­ment

    se­cret. And Smith is a bu­reau­crat if I ev­er saw one.”




    “Close,” Re­mo said un­com­fort­ably.




    “So?”




    “So what?”




    “Go ahead, Re­mo,” she said gen­tly. “I don’t care what hap­pens to me now. I’m not afraid.”

    She looked out over the fall, wait­ing.




    “Well, what if I don’t kill you?” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly. “What would you do then?”




    She looked at him sad­ly. “Noth­ing. No plans. You wouldn’t be spar­ing me for a life of

    glo­ry.” Then the sad­ness turned to anger. “Go on. Nei­ther of us has any­thing to lose.”




    “How about the vil­lagers? They’ve got some­thing to lose.”




    She shrugged.




    Re­mo stroked her hair. “Look, I know this has all been a rot­ten ex­pe­ri­ence for

    you–“




    “Don’t an­alyze me!” she snapped. “Kill me, all right? Just do what you have to do, and go

    away.”




    “You’re worse than Smith,” he mum­bled. “Hey, you re­al­ly want me to kill you, don’t

    you?”




    “Yes!” she shout­ed. “I’m sick of death and dis­ease and crazi­ness.” She buried her face in

    her arms. “Get it over with.” Her shoul­ders trem­bled.




    Re­mo put his arms around her. “What say you get some sleep,” he said. “And when you wake

    up, then maybe you can think of a few things to do with your life.”




    “Like what,” she said bit­ter­ly.




    “Like go­ing back to med school. You could re­al­ly give these peo­ple a hand if you

    did.”




    Her eyes rimmed with tears. “They don’t want me. I’ve brought them noth­ing but sad­ness and

    dis­grace.”




    “I think you’re wrong,” he said gen­tly. “They’ve saved your life more than once. Maybe you

    ought to re­turn the fa­vor.”




    Ana didn’t an­swer.




    “Smith’s send­ing them back to Molokai, you know. You could go back to school in

    Hawaii.”




    Her eyes flashed for an in­stant. “Is that true? How would we get there?”




    Re­mo cocked his head. “Darn,” he said. “I’m sup­posed to kill you, re­mem­ber?”




    “Oh.”




    “But I don’t think any­one’ll no­tice if you’re on the plane.”




    She looked at him for a mo­ment, then turned away. “I’m so con­fused,” she said.




    Re­mo brought his face near hers. “Let me ex­plain,” he said, press­ing his lips on her

    mouth.




    She pulled away from him. “Is this the easy way?”




    “Easy for what?”




    “The easy way to kill me.” She touched her fin­ger­tips to his face. “I know this is too

    bold of me, but I’ve want­ed to kiss you since I first saw you.”




    “The thought crossed my mind, too.”




    This time she searched him out with her lips. “Don’t be afraid to do it if you have to,” she

    said earnest­ly.




    Re­mo smiled. “With plea­sure.”


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-Four




    On the shore of the is­land, Chi­un helped Smith strug­gle in­to a dugout ca­noe giv­en by

    one of the lep­ers.




    His ear was still swathed in Chi­un’s silken ban­dage. He held it as he wob­bled in the

    small craft. “I don’t think this is leakproof,” he said somber­ly.




    “I shall see to your safe re­turn, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said with a pa­tient smile. Re­mo

    turned his back to keep his grin from show­ing.




    “We have to trav­el over deep wa­ter in this, you know.”




    “Do not fear,” Chi­un said.




    Smith wa­vered awk­ward­ly in the ca­noe, then sat down with a crash. Chi­un’s robes

    bil­lowed dra­mat­ical­ly as he swayed on his toes to keep the ves­sel in bal­ance.




    “That does it,” Smith said, watch­ing the wa­ter splash around the sides of the ca­noe. “I’m

    call­ing the Coast Guard.”




    “How?” Re­mo asked. “Your portable phone’s at the bot­tom of the ocean.”




    “Oh. Yes,” Smith said. “Still, well need a big­ger boat. There’s on­ly room for two in this

    thing.”




    Chi­un looked the ca­noe over, ap­prais­ing. “You are right,” he said, fold­ing his thin

    arms in front of him. Then, rais­ing his in­dex fin­ger, he said, “Ah. There is a so­lu­tion.

    Very easy. No prob­lem what­ev­er.” He sat down in the ca­noe, a sat­is­fied smile on his

    face.




    “What’s the so­lu­tion?” Re­mo asked sus­pi­cious­ly from the shore.




    “The on­ly so­lu­tion, O im­per­cep­tive one.” He turned in an aside to Smith. “I am afraid,

    il­lus­tri­ous Em­per­or, that you will have to row, for I am an old man, and weary with the

    bur­den of my years.”




    “What so­lu­tion?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    Chi­un looked up. “Why, you will have to swim back, of course,” he said in­no­cent­ly.




    “What?”




    “You act as if I had asked you to swim the en­tire ocean. This is no more than an

    ex­er­cise.”




    “I don’t need the ex­er­cise, Chi­un.”




    “Did you stop the air­plane?” Chi­un shrieked.




    “Aw, come on. It was al­ready tak­ing off when I–“




    “You need the ex­er­cise,” Chi­un said. “Be­sides, you will en­joy the swim. There is a

    mag­nif­icent colony of tube­worms ten or twelve miles from here. Be sure not to miss it. Shall

    we go, Em­per­or?”




    With a grunt, Smith took up the oars. “I hope you’re not ex­pect­ing me to row the whole

    way,” he grum­bled.




    Chi­un smiled be­nign­ly. “Just do your best, sire. I can ask for no more. To give you

    strength, I will re­cite some of the more beau­ti­ful vers­es of Ung, penned by the Mas­ter

    Wang him­self. Good-​bye, Re­mo.”




    “Good-​bye, Re­mo,” Re­mo mim­icked as Chi­un’s Ko­re­an singsong fad­ed out to sea.

    “In­grates!”




    Chi­un sniffed. “In­grates. He dares to call me an in­grate. Did I not point out to him

    where he might find the colony of tube­worms?”




    Smith grunt­ed. He did not like Chi­un’s com­plaints. Some­times the po­ems were all right.

    If on­ly they weren’t in Ko­re­an.




    Re­mo wait­ed un­til the ca­noe with the two men was well out to sea. He could hear Chi­un’s

    voice across the clear wa­ter. He was de­claim­ing an Ung po­em, and Re­mo re­mem­bered it. It

    was about a bee who sees a flow­er open. It took four hours to re­cite, and if Chi­un was

    in­ter­rupt­ed dur­ing it, he in­sist­ed up­on start­ing over from the be­gin­ning.




    High on a cliff, be­side the crest of the wa­ter­fall, Reno saw Ana sil­hou­et­ted against

    the twi­light sky. She moved her arms over the back of her head, so that her long hair rose and

    fell in a sen­su­ous cas­cade. Her breasts were high and firm, her legs slen­der and strong.

    She saw Re­mo and waved and smiled.




    To hell with the tube­worms, Re­mo thought as he head­ed up the hill lead­ing to the

    cliffs.




    To­mor­row was an­oth­er day.
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The Western world's flying toward destruction—
and Remo and Chiun can't get off the sround!
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