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  Chapter One




  

    When Lei­th Blake was sent home from school, he didn’t know he was the harbinger of a

    na­tion­al epi­dem­ic that would make the Black Plague look like a mild case of zits by

    com­par­ison. He on­ly thought he was stoned.




    It was a fair as­sump­tion. He’d con­sumed five Sec­onals, three Tu­inols, a hand­ful of

    Quaaludes, and ap­prox­imate­ly a half-​ounce of mar­ijua­na be­fore break­fast. All in all,

    Lei­th felt pret­ty much the same as he had on ev­ery oth­er school­day morn­ing since his

    twelfth birth­day four years be­fore.




    He wasn’t sent home for ill­ness. Once ev­ery cou­ple of months, when the fac­ul­ty of the

    South­ern Palm Beach Prepara­to­ry Acade­my felt like par­ty­ing, a school­wide drug

    in­spec­tion was held. The goods were con­fis­cat­ed, and the of­fend­ers sent home. Then,

    hav­ing cleared out the en­tire stu­dent body, the fac­ul­ty was free to get blast­ed on their

    own with­out the both­er­some in­ter­rup­tion of teach­ing. It was a good sys­tem. Palm Prep

    knew how to keep morale high.




    Lei­th stag­gered in through the colon­nad­ed por­tals of his fam­ily’s Pal­la­di­an

    man­sion. “Hi, Mom,” he said as he passed the yel­low satin bed­room where his moth­er, dressed

    in an os­trich boa and pearls, did­dled the wife of a frozen-​foods mag­nate while she snort­ed

    a line of co­caine.




    “Aren’t you sup­posed to be in school or some­thing?” Mrs. Blake asked. Her son mum­bled

    some­thing, but the re­sponse was lost in the shrieks emit­ted by the frozen-​foods queen as

    she writhed in ec­sta­sy.




    “What’s that, dear?” Mrs. Blake said, pop­ping a hand­ful of Val­ium.




    “Got sent home.”




    “For what?” Lei­th’s moth­er rasped while light­ing a bong of hashish.




    Lei­th walked over to the bed and slogged a fist­ful of bar­bi­tu­rates in­to his gul­let.

    “Drugs,” he said phleg­mat­ical­ly. The frozen-​foods la­dy tweaked the zip­per on his

    jeans.




    “Drugs again,” sighed Mrs. Blake, shak­ing her head. “Hon­est­ly, these kids to­day. What’s

    the world com­ing to, I’d like to know.”




    “Mff,” replied her com­pan­ion as she tilt­ed a bot­tle of cham­pagne to her lips.




    “Your fa­ther will have to be told, of course.”




    “Yeah.”




    Big deal, Lei­th thought. His fa­ther, hot­shot of the Mi­ami busi­ness scene, got as

    shit­faced as his moth­er did. Both of them could out-​con­sume Lei­th hands down. He sham­bled

    away to­ward the kitchen. He want­ed a cup of cof­fee.




    Fun­ny, he thought. His bed­room was stocked with enough drugs to put Squibb out of

    busi­ness, but all the pills and pow­ders and as­sort­ed mind and mood el­eva­tors seemed old

    hat now. What he re­al­ly want­ed– no, not want­ed, but need­ed, craved, longed for– was a good

    steam­ing cup of black cof­fee.




    Well, he sup­posed the school guid­ance coun­selors had been right when they’d told him that

    his var­ious drug habits were a pass­ing phase. He would miss the good old days of his ear­ly

    teens. Even now the mem­ory of stum­bling down the street, crash­ing head­first in­to his

    lock­er each morn­ing, ly­ing supine on the floor in En­glish class and wreck­ing the fam­ily

    Mer­cedes ev­ery week­end were pass­ing in­to misty nos­tal­gia.




    Yes, he would miss those times. But for now, he had to get a cup of cof­fee down his throat

    be­fore he killed some­body.




    Grow­ing up was hell.




    Forty miles away in down­town Mi­ami, Lei­th’s fa­ther, Drex­el Armis­tead Blake, strode

    con­fi­dent­ly in­to the board room of In­ter­na­tion­al Im­ports. He was the chair­man of the

    board, and had pre­pared a brief state­ment to read to the oth­er mem­bers. Rather, his

    sec­re­tary, the loy­al but home­ly Har­ri­et Holmes had pre­pared it while Blake was

    de­fend­ing the com­pa­ny’s hon­or against the pres­ident of a ri­val im­port­ing firm on the

    rac­quet ball courts.




    The re­port didn’t look too dif­fi­cult. Blake had cau­tioned Miss Holmes against us­ing too

    many words of more than one syl­la­ble, lest he lose the at­ten­tion of the oth­er board

    mem­bers. They un­der­stood how rough it was to read all those big words when you had a heavy

    golf game wait­ing.




    He scanned the two type­writ­ten pages. They looked all right. All the words he was

    sup­posed to stress were un­der­lined, and Miss Holmes had left blanks in the spots where he

    was sup­posed to pause. He could get through it in ten min­utes.




    Blake nod­ded cor­dial­ly to Miss Holmes, who was serv­ing cof­fee to the mem­bers of the

    board.




    Har­ri­et Holmes blushed. Mr. Blake’s brief nod was all the thanks she re­quired. Beam­ing,

    she poured the steam­ing cof­fee from the sil­ver serv­er in­to the cups set be­fore the twelve

    il­lus­tri­ous men at the ta­ble.




    “De­li­cious, Har­ri­et,” a dis­tin­guished white-​haired man said. He was a mil­lion­aire

    many times over.




    “Per­fect cof­fee,” agreed an­oth­er gen­tle­man. He was the head of the Mi­ami

    Phil­an­thropic So­ci­ety. He had dined at the White House.




    “Thank you,” Har­ri­et said meek­ly. The big ones, the re­al­ly suc­cess­ful men, al­ways

    ap­pre­ci­at­ed small things. She sat down on her stool in the cor­ner to take down the

    min­utes of the meet­ing in flaw­less short­hand.




    “Gen­tle­men,” Blake be­gan.




    “Freak­ing fan­tas­tic,” blurt­ed the head of the Mi­ami Phil­an­thropic So­ci­ety.




    “I beg your par­don?” Blake asked from the head of the ta­ble.




    “The cof­fee,” Mi­ami Phil­an­thropic roared, crash­ing the cup in his hand on­to its saucer

    with a splin­ter of shat­ter­ing porce­lain. “Let’s have some more, damn it.”




    “Of course, sir,” Har­ri­et said, ris­ing quick­ly.




    “A blast over here, too,” de­mand­ed the dis­tin­guished white-​haired gen­tle­man who, to

    Har­ri­et’s dis­may, was lan­guid­ly scratch­ing his pri­vates.




    “Hey, babe,” shout­ed a lit­tle bald­ing fel­low to­ward the far end of the ta­ble.




    Har­ri­et worked like a dervish re­plen­ish­ing the emp­ty cups as her boss tried valiant­ly

    to be­gin his speech.




    “Gen­tle­men, our quar­ter­ly prof­it scheme–“




    “Where’s the frig­ging cof­fee?”




    “I’m mak­ing a fresh pot, sir,” came Har­ri­et’s meek voice from the door­way.




    “The quar­ter­ly prof­its–“




    “Screw the prof­its. Bring on the ja­va.”




    “Gen­tle­men–“




    “Soak your head, Blake,” the bald­ing fel­low ad­vised while as­sid­uous­ly pick­ing his

    nose. The re­mark was met with loud guf­faws from around the ta­ble.




    Blake took in the scene with calm de­spair. The twelve men at the ta­ble, nor­mal­ly as

    hur­ried and brisk as he was, sat loung­ing and jaw­ing like a bunch of Sun­day pic­nick­ers,

    their jack­ets off, their ties hung in loopy las­sos around their necks. Two or three of them

    were so re­laxed, they were ac­tu­al­ly nod­ding off.




    “Gen­tle­men…” Blake tried again.




    The man from Mi­ami Phil­an­thropic blew a Bronx cheer.




    With a sigh of res­ig­na­tion, Blake sat down and sipped at his cold cof­fee. Golf was

    rapid­ly be­com­ing a thing of fan­ta­sy. Nine holes, maybe, if he could clear out this bunch

    of cof­fee klatch­ers with­in a half-​hour.




    The cof­fee. It wasn’t bad at that. He took an­oth­er sip. No ques­tion about it, that

    Har­ri­et cer­tain­ly knew how to start off the morn­ing.




    “Damn, that’s good,” he said af­ter lick­ing the last drop out of the cup with his

    tongue.




    “No shit,” the white-​haired mil­lion­aire said, blow­ing his nose with a honk in­to a

    mono­grammed linen hand­ker­chief.




    “Where’s Har­ri­et?” he yelled. The oth­ers took up the chant.




    “Com­ing, sir. Sirs,” Har­ri­et squeaked, trav­el­ing as fast as she could down the hall

    with the over­flow­ing cof­fee serv­er.




    The board room was a sham­bles. Sev­er­al of the mem­bers lay stretched over the ma­hogany

    ta­ble, snor­ing loud­ly. The oth­ers swiveled in their chairs, scratch­ing them­selves and

    mut­ter­ing in­co­her­ent­ly. Drex­el Blake rose shak­ily to his feet as she en­tered and

    stag­gered over to her. He grabbed the pot out of her hands and gulped down its con­tents, to

    the fee­ble protests of the oth­er board mem­bers.




    Then, with a smile on his face, he slumped bone­less­ly to the floor.




    At 10 A.M., the board mem­bers were all sound asleep.




    At 10:30, Har­ri­et Holmes called in the com­pa­ny nurse, who pre­scribed as­pirin.




    At 11:00, Har­ri­et called in the wives of the board mem­bers to take their hus­bands

    home.




    By noon, sit­ting in a lo­cal restau­rant with her friend, Ann Adams, Har­ri­et was too

    ex­haust­ed to eat. While Ann stuffed her­self with lasagna and bur­gundy, Har­ri­et downed two

    cups of black cof­fee with trem­bling hands.




    “It was the strangest thing I ev­er saw,” Har­ri­et said, re­call­ing the bizarre events of

    the morn­ing. “All those men scratch­ing and snort­ing and yelling, and poor Mr. Blake flat on

    his face on the ori­en­tal rug.”




    “Sounds like some­body had one tee many mar­too­nis,” Ann Adams said, tit­ter­ing as she

    re­peat­ed her fa­vorite phrase.




    “But it was the first thing in the morn­ing.” Har­ri­et drained her sec­ond cup of cof­fee

    and col­lared the wait­er for an­oth­er. When it came, she swigged it down with ex­per­tise,

    wiped her chin sav­age­ly with her nap­kin, and heaved a deep sigh. “Balls,” she said

    res­olute­ly, her eyes glassy.




    “Har­ri­et?”




    “Thash one fine cup of cof­fee.”




    “It’s three,” Ann Adams cor­rect­ed. “Bet­ter watch it. You’ll get the jit­ters.”




    Har­ri­et re­spond­ed with a re­ver­ber­at­ing belch. “Yeah. Jit­ters.” She stretched out

    un­til she was on a di­ag­onal with the ta­ble.




    “Har­ri­et? Har­ri­et?”




    “Jush tak­ing a lit­tle resht, hon,” Har­ri­et said, slid­ing wood­en­ly off the seat.




    Ann Adams nev­er fin­ished her lunch. Af­ter pour­ing her com­pan­ion in­to a taxi, she

    re­turned to her desk at the First Na­tion­al Bank and Trust Com­pa­ny, where the chief loan

    of­fi­cer lay draped across her “in” bas­ket. She called for one of the bank guards to re­move

    him, but the guard was busy wet­ting his pants near the tellers’ win­dows. She tried to get to

    the bank pres­ident, but he’d left for a break­fast meet­ing at 8 A.M. and nev­er

    re­turned.




    Ann Adams took the rest of the day off.




    At home, she metic­ulous­ly cleared her kitchen ta­ble and set up­on it three sheets of

    white pa­per and two ball­point pens.




    This would have to be re­port­ed. It was her du­ty. She nev­er liked prepar­ing these

    re­ports. They re­mind­ed her of TV movies she’d seen about Com­mu­nist Rus­sia, spy­ing on

    friends and all that. Turn­ing them in to the Thought Po­lice.




    But the U.S. gov­ern­ment wasn’t any­thing like the Thought Po­lice, she knew. It wasn’t as

    if who­ev­er was get­ting her re­ports was throw­ing any­body in­to jail or any­thing like

    that. In fact, no one seemed to be do­ing much of any­thing about the re­ports.




    For twen­ty years Ann Adams had been re­ceiv­ing month­ly checks from the Trea­sury of the

    Unit­ed States of Amer­ica in ex­change for re­port­ing any un­usu­al ac­tiv­ities at the bank

    where she worked; yet noth­ing what­ev­er had been done about them. When she’d ex­posed the

    blonde hussy in the small-​busi­ness loans de­part­ment for her shame­less car­ry­ings-​on with

    one of the ju­nior ac­coun­tants, the gov­ern­ment had not ex­pressed even the slight­est

    in­ter­est. Dit­to for the ten pager she’d writ­ten on her up­stairs neigh­bor who se­cret­ly

    har­bored ten cats in her apart­ment. It wasn’t bank­ing busi­ness, but any­body who kept ten

    cats in the city ought to be turned in. Still, the gov­ern­ment nev­er lift­ed a fin­ger.




    There was, of course, the in­ci­dent of the vice-​pres­ident at First Na­tion­al who

    em­bez­zled $18,000 be­fore Ann Adams sniffed him out. That was a pe­cu­liar episode. She’d

    gone to the bank pres­ident about it, and was told she was mis­tak­en. Then she’d writ­ten the

    re­port. As usu­al, no troop­ers came in to fin­ger the V-P. She doubt­ed se­ri­ous­ly if

    any­one at the Trea­sury De­part­ment even read the re­ports.




    Then, a fun­ny thing hap­pened. Three days af­ter she mailed the re­port, the crooked V-P

    turned him­self over to the po­lice and re­turned all the mon­ey– 18,000 plus in­ter­est. And

    the bank pres­ident re­tired that very week on grounds of poor health and opened a gas sta­tion

    on Key West. It was a very weird co­in­ci­dence, and it on­ly went to show that Prov­idence was

    on the look­out even if the fed­er­al gov­ern­ment was sit­ting on its thumbs.




    But worth­less or not, the gov­ern­ment re­ports were part of Ann Adams’s pa­tri­ot­ic

    du­ty. Al­so, the month­ly checks would help pay the bills if the First Na­tion­al Bank and

    Trust fold­ed, an oc­cur­rence that seemed im­mi­nent, con­sid­er­ing the state the home

    of­fice was in.




    She or­ga­nized her thoughts. Har­ri­et Holmes’s strange sto­ry about the board meet­ing of

    In­ter­na­tion­al Im­ports, Har­ri­et’s own out­landish be­hav­ior at lunch, the bizarre

    do­ings at First Na­tion­al– they would all be in­clud­ed in the re­port. She opened a new can

    of cof­fee, pre­pared a pot, and be­gan to write.




    Three hours lat­er, she was still on the first para­graph. She tried to con­cen­trate, but

    the words on the page kept melt­ing to­geth­er. She could bare­ly keep her eyes open.




    Fun­ny, she thought. In­stead of keep­ing her awake, the six cups of cof­fee she’d drunk

    seemed to have the op­po­site ef­fect. Smack­ing her lips sleep­ily, she picked up her pen. But

    her fin­gers were out of con­trol, tear­ing through the pa­per and print­ing wob­bly block

    let­ters on the table­top.




    Some­thing was wrong here, very wrong. Ann Adams picked up the torn sheet with its

    il­leg­ible scrawl and tried to read. Noth­ing made sense. Not on the page, not in her life.

    This was more im­por­tant than the frowzy blonde in small-​busi­ness loans or the em­bez­zling

    V-P. More im­por­tant, even, than her crim­inal neigh­bor with the ten cats. Some­thing was

    hap­pen­ing to her, her body, her mind. And the same thing was hap­pen­ing to peo­ple all

    around her.




    Think about it, Ann, she told her­self, con­cen­trat­ing. That man who was weav­ing down the

    street in front of her when she walked home. The clerk in the gro­cery store, passed out in the

    toma­to bin. She had passed both in­stances off as drunk­en­ness, but then there was Har­ri­et.

    Har­ri­et didn’t drink, not even eggnog at Christ­mas, yet she seemed as pie-​eyed as the

    rest.




    And now her­self, Ann Adams, em­ployed for thir­ty years by the First Na­tion­al Bank and

    Trust, con­fi­dant of the U.S. gov­ern­ment, see­ing dou­ble and feel­ing itchy all over and

    want­ing on­ly to sleep and nev­er get up again.




    There was a phone num­ber. It had been giv­en to her twen­ty years be­fore by the

    lemo­ny-​voiced man who had first asked her to write the re­ports. The num­ber, he said, was to

    be used on­ly in the most dire con­tin­gen­cy. Call­ing the num­ber would sig­nal the end of

    Ann Adams’s re­la­tion­ship with the gov­ern­ment. There would be no more re­ports af­ter the

    phone call, no more checks; all com­mu­ni­ca­tion with her un­known bene­fac­tor would be

    sev­ered. For rea­sons of na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty, the voice had said. In oth­er words,

    ex­plained the man on the tele­phone, the num­ber was to be used on­ly un­der the most

    ex­traor­di­nary cir­cum­stances of na­tion­al emer­gen­cy.




    A thun­der­ous crash sound­ed out­side her kitchen win­dow. On the street be­low, three cars

    had col­lid­ed in an im­pos­si­ble three-​way head-​on col­li­sion. Smoke and steam were

    pour­ing from the crum­pled ve­hi­cles. A horn blew steadi­ly. One by one, as Ann Adams

    watched, the three drivers got out, yawn­ing and lean­ing against their au­to­mo­biles, bare­ly

    notic­ing one an­oth­er as the traf­fic lined up be­hind them. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly a horn honked

    above the end­less wail­ing of the stopped car. Squint­ing to get a bet­ter view, Ann Adams

    could see that many of the drivers ap­peared to be asleep at the wheel.




    “Na­tion­al emer­gen­cy,” Ann Adams mut­tered as she rum­maged through her pre­cise

    house­hold files for the yel­lowed scrap of pa­per with the num­ber writ­ten on it. She

    hes­itat­ed as she lift­ed the phone. Maybe it wasn’t a na­tion­al emer­gen­cy, af­ter all.

    Maybe it was just a case of ev­ery­one in Mi­ami hav­ing one tee many mar­too­nis. In­clud­ing

    her­self.




    “But I haven’t had a drink since lunch,” she cried.




    Los­ing it. Los­ing my mar­bles. She must have been drink­ing since the soli­tary glass of

    bur­gundy at noon, she rea­soned. Noth­ing else could bring on the weird sen­sa­tions that were

    wash­ing over her like eu­phoric waves. Maybe she was a se­cret drinker, so se­cret that even

    she didn’t know about it. She’d read about that sort of thing in mag­azines. Mul­ti­ple

    per­son­al­ity, they called it. Maybe she was suf­fer­ing from mul­ti­ple per­son­al­ities, and

    an Ann Adams she wasn’t even aware of was a lush.




    Maybe what she need­ed was a drink.




    An idea came to her. “Hos­pi­tal,” she said aloud, fum­bling with the tele­phone di­al for

    the emer­gen­cy num­ber.




    It rang sev­en­teen times.




    She hung up. “It’s got them, too,” she whis­pered, sud­den­ly afraid.




    The po­lice? She thought over the pos­si­bil­ity, then dis­missed it. What would the po­lice

    do, give her a breathal­iz­er test while the world fell apart?




    Out­side her apart­ment door a long, pro­tract­ed bang­ing seemed to be mov­ing to­ward her

    en­trance­way. Stag­ger­ing wild­ly, she made it to the door and flung it wide, just in time to

    see her up­stairs neigh­bor, the la­dy with the cats, rolling end over end down the last steps

    in the stair­way and come to rest at a crazy an­gle on her door­mat.




    “What’s go­ing on?” she screamed.




    An old man, the cat la­dy’s hus­band, crawled on all fours to the top of the stair­way.

    “Sara?” he called sleep­ily. His face was ghost­ly white.




    “She’s down here,” Ann Adams shrieked. “She fell down the stairs. I think she’s dead.”




    The old man raised his head. “Hon­ey,” he man­aged slow­ly, “you got any cof­fee?”




    Ann Adams slammed the door. It was a na­tion­al emer­gen­cy. She would have to find the

    num­ber. By the phone. Call the num­ber. But first stop the room from spin­ning. So tired.




    So dead tired. Maybe a small cup of cof­fee to perk up.




    “Perk up, get it?” she tit­tered as she chugged down the rest of the pot.




    She was feel­ing bet­ter. Some­where, out there be­yond the con­fines of her apart­ment, a

    na­tion­al emer­gen­cy was go­ing on. But that was out­side. In­side, the world was grow­ing

    rosy and warm and sleepy. Just an­oth­er pot of cof­fee for the road, and she’d go to bed.




    As she brewed the pot she saw, through her kitchen win­dow, the body of a man hurtling

    slow­ly– oh, so slow­ly, as slow­ly as her breath­ing, an eter­ni­ty for each grace­ful turn of

    the man’s falling form– off the roof to the side­walk be­low. He land­ed with a soft, gushy

    splat.




    “One tee many mar­too­nis,” she teased, shak­ing her fin­ger at the in­ert form eight

    sto­ries be­low.




    As she pol­ished off the sec­ond pot, fire and am­bu­lance sirens wailed all over the city.

    “Na­tion­al emer­gen­cy,” she said stolid­ly.




    She had to do it. There was a dead wom­an right on her door­mat, and an­oth­er body on the

    side­walk in front of her build­ing, and it was her du­ty to call, even though the prospect of

    di­al­ing the phone did look like an in­sur­mount­able task.




    With a long yawn, she un­fold­ed the piece of yel­lowed pa­per, stud­ied the num­bers un­til

    they came vague­ly in­to fo­cus, and di­aled.




    “Please iden­ti­fy your­self,” a metal­lic com­put­er voice on the oth­er end said.




    “Ngggh.”




    “Please iden­ti­fy your­self,” the ma­chine re­peat­ed.




    “Adams,” she growled, re­al­iz­ing that she sound­ed like a re­cent stroke vic­tim, but

    un­able to do any­thing about it. “Aw­ful An­nie Adams, they call me at the bank.”




    There was a whirr of ma­chin­ery on the line and then a hu­man voice spoke. It sound­ed

    lemo­ny and sour. “Pro­ceed, Miss Adams.”




    “I need a cup of cof­fee.”




    “Would you re­peat that, please?”




    “What?”




    “What you said. I didn’t un­der­stand you.”




    “What’d I say?”




    The voice fal­tered. “Miss Adams, are you in­tox­icat­ed?” It sound­ed an­gry.




    “No!” she shout­ed. “Nash’nul ‘mer­gen­cy. But then…” She trailed off.




    “Miss Adams?”




    “Mush be,” she said. She sound­ed tiny and far­away to her own ears. “Mush be one tee many

    mar­too…”




    The phone dropped out of her hand.




    “Miss Adams?” the voice called. “Miss Adams?”




    But Ann Adams didn’t hear, be­cause at that mo­ment she had passed out of con­scious­ness

    and slipped qui­et­ly in­to death.




    Along with Lei­th and Drex­el Blake, Har­ri­et Holmes, and 2,931 oth­er peo­ple in the

    Unit­ed States. And the epi­dem­ic was just be­gin­ning.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and he was rac­ing a truck. On foot.




    And win­ning.




    The truck was a pick­le truck, and the toll col­lec­tors at the George Wash­ing­ton Bridge

    passed glances at one an­oth­er as the six-​foot-​tall blur whizzed past them down the in­side

    in­bound lane in­to New York City.




    “For a sec­ond, I thought it was a guy,” one of the toll booth op­er­ators said to his

    com­pan­ion in the next lane.




    “Yeah, me too. Must be the light.”




    The first op­er­ator looked at the twilit sky and nod­ded un­cer­tain­ly. “Must be.”




    “This work can get to you,” the sec­ond op­er­ator said, and they both laughed, be­cause the

    blur had been bar­rel­ing along at six­ty miles an hour through the toll gate, and had

    ac­tu­al­ly sped up once the pick­le truck be­hind it moved through its gears. And now the blur

    was in front of the truck, seem­ing to turn in­to a ball. The ball was ris­ing off the ground

    and rolling over the truck’s cab and on­to its can­vas roof and over the length of it and

    dis­ap­pear­ing down the back, tuck­ing neat­ly in­side the back end of the pick­up.




    Re­mo came out of the spin near the end of the bridge, land­ing on both feet. He’d al­most

    blown it when he caught a glimpse of the driv­er’s face as Re­mo rolled with the wind up on­to

    the hood of the cab. The driv­er’s mouth had opened and he had be­gun to yell some­thing to his

    part­ner in the cab, and then Re­mo had halt­ed the mo­men­tum of his spin to stick his head

    in­side the driv­er’s win­dow.




    The pas­sen­ger, a lanky fel­low whose fea­tures had turned gray in­stan­ta­neous­ly,

    screamed. The driv­er on­ly stared, his eyes glassy and his lips form­ing a rub­bery “o” at the

    ap­pari­tion on the hood of his truck.




    Horns honked. Sev­er­al cars skid­ded out of the way as the pick­le truck veered in­to the

    cen­ter lanes. Re­mo reached in and grabbed the steer­ing wheel.




    “Who– who are you?” the driv­er stam­mered.




    “I’m your con­science,” Re­mo said. “What’s in the back of the truck?”




    The driv­er took a deep breath and scowled. “Pick­les.”




    “Fun­ny. I didn’t know they made pick­les at the nu­cle­ar re­ac­tor in Jer­sey.”




    “They’re spe­cial pick­les,” the driv­er said bel­liger­ent­ly.




    The pas­sen­ger leaned past the driv­er to get a bet­ter look at Re­mo, who was hang­ing

    on­to the win­dow by one hand, his legs stretched out along the side of the ve­hi­cle. “Say,

    how’s he do­ing that?” he whis­pered to the driv­er.




    “Shaddup,” the driv­er said, pok­ing him. He turned mock­ing­ly to Re­mo. “He ain’t re­al.

    He said so him­self.”




    “What­ev­er you say, pal,” Re­mo said, smil­ing.




    The driv­er’s face be­came men­ac­ing. “Oh, yeah? Well, what I say is, you bet­ter get off

    my truck be­fore I drive up next to that se­mi.” He jut­ted his chin in the di­rec­tion of a

    six­teen-​wheel­er in the left lane ahead. He speed­ed up with a crash of gears un­til the

    pick­le truck rolled be­side the se­mi.




    “Now get off, or I’m go­ing to move in clos­er,” the driv­er snarled.




    “Like this?” Re­mo yanked the wheel. The pick­le truck ca­reened to­ward the

    six­teen-​wheel­er. A deep foghorn boomed from the se­mi, but it was drowned out by the screams

    of the men in­side the pick­le truck.




    “We’re dead, Sam!” the pas­sen­ger screeched.




    “Shut your face.” The driv­er strug­gled to get the wheel away from Re­mo. He pum­meled

    Re­mo’s thick wrists with both fists un­til he felt as if ev­ery bone in his hands was bro­ken.

    Re­mo’s grip nev­er wa­vered.




    “You know what’s back there,” the pas­sen­ger cried, sweat bead­ing on his fore­head. “We’re

    gonna blow!” He closed his eyes and wait­ed for doom.




    Then, in an in­stant, Re­mo was gone. The driv­er swerved his ve­hi­cle to nar­row­ly miss a

    col­li­sion with the se­mi.




    “Where’d he go?”




    The driv­er loos­ened his col­lar and coughed weak­ly.




    “Let’s turn back, Sam. I don’t like this.”




    “Shaddup,” the driv­er said.




    “But–“




    “Look, it’s al­ready dark out. It’ll be okay. Be­sides, the soon­er we get rid of this shit,

    the bet­ter.”




    Re­mo stood in the back of the truck with the car­go, feel­ing ex­hil­arat­ed.

    As­sas­si­na­tion was a lone­ly line of work most of the time. There weren’t many oc­ca­sions

    for him to have any fun on the job.




    Of course, his teach­er Chi­un com­plained that Re­mo had far too much fun, giv­en the

    dig­ni­ty of his po­si­tion as of­fi­cial as­sas­sin of the Unit­ed States. Late­ly, Chi­un had

    been com­plain­ing even more than usu­al about Re­mo’s lack of pu­ri­ty in move­ment and, even

    though Re­mo’s moves were pur­er than any liv­ing hu­man’s ex­cept for Chi­un him­self, he

    would be sure to catch hell for be­ing a wiseacre with the pick­le truck driv­er when he ought

    to be con­cen­trat­ing on killing the man.




    Stand­ing among the bar­rels of nu­cle­ar waste in the back of the truck, Re­mo tried to

    for­get about hav­ing fun and con­cen­trate on killing.




    It de­pressed him. Killing was what Re­mo did for a liv­ing, and it held no fas­ci­na­tion

    for him. He could nev­er un­der­stand why the sub­ject was such a peren­ni­al fa­vorite with

    the rest of the world, to the point where thou­sands of peo­ple added them­selves each year to

    the undis­tin­guished ranks of am­ateur as­sas­sins. It was crazy. If killing weren’t Re­mo’s

    job, he’d cer­tain­ly nev­er choose it for a hob­by.




    But oth­ers did. Killing one’s fel­low man was some­thing the hu­man race had been

    prac­tic­ing ev­er since the first apeish swamp­drinkers dis­cov­ered that rocks and logs could

    be used to make oth­er hu­man be­ings lie down and stop breath­ing.




    Some peo­ple still killed that way. Hatch­ets, fire-​hoses, BB guns, how­itzers, bombs that

    trailed stink­ing blue smoke and ex­plod­ed a thou­sand feet off tar­get– they were all

    meth­ods of killing, in­ef­fi­cient though they were. There were one-​time killers, lit­tle old

    ladies who fo­cused a life­time of stored de­spair and offed for­mer boyfriends in a fit of

    pas­sion. Bored young men who nev­er learned the sev­en-​times ta­ble. Pro­fes­sion­al

    sol­diers who glo­ried in the man­ly pur­suits of dec­imat­ing large groups of strangers.

    Per­vert loonies who popped their cook­ies while slic­ing up the jugu­lar veins of teenage

    dis­co queens. Cops, rob­bers, and In­di­an chiefs. And gang­sters, who killed by a code

    where­by the on­ly le­git­imate prey were in­di­vid­uals who some­how pre­vent­ed them from

    achiev­ing their ends. That was civ­ilized killing at least, Re­mo thought. But then the mob

    had been fit­ting peo­ple with ce­ment shoes for a long time. Ex­pe­ri­ence count­ed in this

    game.




    And then there was sanc­tioned killing. The Cru­saders, mur­der­ing for God. Me­dieval

    knights, mur­der­ing in the name of no­blesse oblige, spear­ing peas­ants in the gen­tle­man­ly

    way. The Span­ish In­quisi­tors, mur­der­ing to fur­ther the in­ven­tive­ness of the hu­man

    imag­ina­tion. Not to men­tion the Ro­mans, the Egyp­tians, the Chi­nese, the Nazis, and the

    Bol­she­viks, all of whom man­aged to find their own par­tic­ular ways of killing and their own

    rea­sons for why mur­der was okay when they were do­ing the mur­der­ing.




    Any­body could kill. Any­body did kill. But no­body killed like Re­mo. Re­mo was to killers

    what Es­coffi­er was to short-​or­der cooks. Re­mo was as much of an artist in his way as

    Pa­gani­ni or Rem­brandt or Eliot or Fabergé or Ray Charles were in theirs. He prac­ticed

    killing like a Re­nais­sance jour­ney­man, un­der the mas­ter Chi­un’s watch­ful eye. Be­fore,

    he had spent ten years of ap­pren­tice­ship per­fect­ing the art. Ask your lo­cal hit man if he

    spent ten years learn­ing his craft. Hard­ly. Mur­der these days was as rough and slop­py as

    Mon­day morn­ing at the ab­ba­toir. It was grace­less. Lack­ing form. As Chi­un would say,

    there was no tra­di­tion in killing out­side of Sinan­ju, the tiny Ko­re­an vil­lage whose

    in­hab­itants had nur­tured and de­vel­oped the art to its present state.




    A note about Sinan­ju: Out­side of pro­duc­ing the most ex­traor­di­nary killers the world

    has ev­er known, the vil­lage is prac­ti­cal­ly use­less. It is a fish­ing vil­lage that the

    fish stopped vis­it­ing cen­turies ago, sur­round­ed by rocky cliffs and en­veloped in

    peren­ni­al­ly in­hos­pitable weath­er. Its in­hab­itants, though Ori­en­tal, lack the man­ual

    dex­ter­ity no­table among the race. “Made In Ko­rea” does not mean made in Sinan­ju.




    Noth­ing of any val­ue what­ev­er is made in Sinan­ju, with the ex­cep­tion of one ba­by

    ev­ery hun­dred years or so. This ba­by, un­der the care of the reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    is taught the se­crets of the sun source of the mar­tial arts from which the less­er forms of

    tae kwan do, karate, aiki­do, and ju­jit­su are de­rived. But on­ly one per­son in a cen­tu­ry

    learns the true meth­ods of Sinan­ju.




    And when that ba­by be­comes him­self Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, he sets forth in the tra­di­tion

    of his an­ces­tors to sup­port the vil­lage in the on­ly way the vil­lage will ac­cept: by

    hir­ing his skills to the rulers of oth­er lands. Thus has Sinan­ju pre­served a tra­di­tion of

    hav­ing no loy­al­ties, no chau­vin­is­tic bias, no po­lit­ical morals.




    Un­til re­cent­ly. For Chi­un’s nat­ural ap­pren­tice, Nui­hc, de­vi­at­ed from the ways of

    Sinan­ju and was un­ac­cept­able to con­tin­ue his train­ing. And the Mas­ter, ad­vanced in

    years, had to con­tin­ue hir­ing out his ser­vices with­out an ap­pren­tice to take his

    place.




    So when an of­fer came to Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, to work not as an as­sas­sin but as a

    train­er to a pupil who would learn the ways of Sinan­ju as Chi­un’s nat­ural ap­pren­tice, the

    old Mas­ter ac­cept­ed.




    The of­fer came from the West, from the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica. For in the gov­ern­ment

    of the Unit­ed States was a se­cret sinecure, an or­ga­ni­za­tion called CURE that was known

    on­ly to three peo­ple: The pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, the di­rec­tor of CURE, and

    Re­mo, the or­ga­ni­za­tion’s en­force­ment arm.




    CURE was formed at the di­rec­tion of a long-​dead pres­ident to com­bat crime by means

    out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion. It was de­vel­oped by a com­put­er ex­pert and ex-​CIA agent

    named Harold W. Smith. Smith hired Chi­un not to kill, but to teach Re­mo how to kill.




    The se­lec­tion of Re­mo as Chi­un’s pupil oc­curred al­most at ran­dom: A rook­ie

    po­lice­man with a good record in Viet­nam hap­pened to come to the at­ten­tion of Dr. Smith’s

    com­put­ers. Af­ter that, noth­ing that hap­pened was eth­ical or in any way le­gal, as if to

    set a prece­dent for the kind of ex­treme­ly il­le­gal op­er­ation which CURE was to be.




    The po­lice­man was framed for a crime he didn’t com­mit, and was sen­tenced to die in an

    elec­tric chair that didn’t work.




    On the day fol­low­ing his al­leged death, the po­lice­man awoke in a pri­vate san­itar­ium

    called Fol­croft in Rye, New York. Fol­croft was an or­di­nary rest home ex­cept that its

    ex­ec­utive of­fices housed the most so­phis­ti­cat­ed com­put­ers in the world, and its

    di­rec­tor had noth­ing to do with the san­itar­ium busi­ness. His name was Dr. Harold W.

    Smith.




    Smith in­tro­duced Re­mo to the an­cient Ori­en­tal who was to be his train­er. The

    Ori­en­tal quick­ly deemed the young po­lice­man with no iden­ti­ty to be an old, white, fat

    meat eater who was in­ca­pable of ab­sorb­ing the dif­fi­cult dis­ci­pline of Sinan­ju. But for

    a sub­ma­rine full of gold to be paid each year to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju, an at­tempt would

    be made.




    Thus did Re­mo Williams be­come the suc­ces­sor of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and one of the

    two great­est killers on the face of the earth.




    And now this great killer was look­ing at the tops of twelve met­al con­tain­ers with

    “Hick­le’s Pick­les” stamped on them as they jos­tled in the back of a cov­ered pick­up truck

    through the traf­fic of mid­town Man­hat­tan, look­ing at them and know­ing that their

    con­tents were a bil­lion times stronger than he was.




    The view from the rear sec­tion of the truck changed from the bright, var­ie­gat­ed

    com­mer­cial build­ings of Sev­enth Av­enue to the el­egant apart­ment hous­es of Fifty-​ninth

    Street. Then the truck turned west, and the land­scape changed again, to nar­row pedes­tri­an

    lanes lined with trees. The evening breeze rus­tled through the leaves, which were just

    be­gin­ning to fall.




    Re­mo knew where he was. There was on­ly one place in Man­hat­tan that was de­sert­ed af­ter

    dark, and that was Cen­tral Park. A long time ago, Re­mo guessed, peo­ple used to walk in the

    park on nice evenings like this. That was be­fore mug­ging be­came a mu­nic­ipal pas­time.




    The po­lice nev­er did hang around the park much, ex­cept for their an­nu­al raid on the

    Sun­day af­ter­noon pot ped­dlers, so they were nev­er a part of the scene. The park was the

    DMZ be­tween mug­gers and non­mug­gers, and since the non­mug­gers had non­vi­olent­ly

    evac­uat­ed the ter­ri­to­ry, there was now no more in­cen­tive for the mug­gers to pro­tect

    their turf. Now no one but the tru­ly de­ment­ed ven­tured in­to Cen­tral Park at night.




    But the men in the Hick­le’s Pick­les truck weren’t bonafide per­verts out for a lit­tle

    air. And the bar­rels shim­my­ing as the truck ground to a halt weren’t just along for the

    ride.




    Re­mo slipped out quick­ly and wait­ed be­hind a tree. The truck was parked at the top of a

    grade lead­ing to a sul­phurous-​smelling pond be­low.




    Re­mo guessed that around the time those long-​van­ished New York­ers were strolling through

    the park, dur­ing the days be­fore Mace and pneu­mat­ic scream alarms were in­vent­ed, their

    kids were splash­ing around in the pond. Now the pond was in worse shape than the park, its

    thick ve­neer of green scum punc­tu­at­ed by a few hun­dred beer cans and a rain­bow of

    as­sort­ed flot­sam and jet­sam. In the dark­en­ing night, the ef­fect of the pond was more

    ol­fac­to­ry than vi­su­al, though: it stank as if the en­tire Rus­sian army had camped there

    and died.




    New York­ers didn’t com­plain about the pond be­cause the nose is a del­icate sen­sor, and

    in New York it gives out in hu­mans at the age of two. Be­sides, the city rea­soned, the tru­ly

    de­ment­ed wouldn’t care how the pond smelled.




    “See, Ben?” the driv­er said. “I told you he wouldn’t be here.”




    “Yeah, Sam,” Ben said, nod­ding vig­or­ous­ly.




    “He was just some nut.”




    “Some nut. Yeah.”




    “Get out the dol­ly.”




    “Oh, I don’t think you’ll need that,” Re­mo said, tak­ing the dol­ly out of Ben’s hands and

    toss­ing it up in­to the trees. Ben screamed.




    “Hey,” the driv­er said.




    “Look, Sam,” Re­mo said weari­ly to the driv­er. “I haven’t slept in three days. Now, I’ve

    tried to be nice about this. You know there’s nu­cle­ar waste in those drums, and you know that

    if you dump it in the mid­dle of Man­hat­tan, you’ll con­tam­inate ev­ery­thing on the is­land.

    Food, wa­ter, the soil–“




    “I don’t know noth­in’,” Sam said stub­born­ly. “This is just my job. And if you don’t think

    that pond’s al­ready pol­lut­ed, you ain’t got a nose on your face. No­body’s go­ing to

    no­tice.”




    “That’s not the point,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh, yeah? What is the point, mis­ter?” Sam taunt­ed.




    Re­mo rolled his eyes. He was tired. He was sad about the con­di­tion of the lake. Of New

    York. Of the world. Of life. He de­spaired of the Cru­sades. Killing was a sub­ject he should

    nev­er have tack­led. And Sam’s open­ing was too good to pass up.




    “Here’s the point,” Re­mo said flat­ly, pick­ing up the man by the thigh so that he dan­gled

    up­side down over the met­al con­tain­er of ra­dioac­tive waste. “On the top of your head.”




    Oh, rea­son, where have you flown, Re­mo thought as he drilled a hole in the can with Sam’s

    nose.




    “Holy shit, Sam, you okay?” Ben asked, his limbs twitch­ing.




    Sam didn’t an­swer. His shoul­ders fol­lowed his head in­to the small hole, melt­ing

    bone­less­ly. His tor­so dis­ap­peared, and so did his legs, leav­ing on­ly a pair of scuffed

    shoes on top of the can. Af­ter a mo­ment the shoes wig­gled and sep­arat­ed. Be­tween them

    bobbed a clean white skull.




    “Ag­ghh,” Ben gur­gled.




    “Next?”




    “Don’t, mis­ter,” Ben whis­pered. “Just tell me what you want.”




    “I was hop­ing you’d say that,” Re­mo said.




    “W-​why?” Ben ven­tured.




    Re­mo stared at the re­mains of Sam in the poi­sonous bar­rel. “You know, it’s just not fun

    any­more.”




    “Good,” Ben said soft­ly. “You want I should drive this truck back to the plant?”




    Re­mo shook his head. He ar­ranged the skull of the dead man so that it fit square­ly in the

    mid­dle of the hole in the opened drum, then filled up the ex­cess space with small rocks and

    leaves. “That ought to hold it for a while,” he said.




    Drudgery. Once you start think­ing about killing, it’s just an­oth­er chore. “Might as well

    be wash­ing win­dows,” he said desul­to­ri­ly.




    “Say, that’s an idea,” Ben of­fered.




    Re­mo threw him in­to the pas­sen­ger seat. Then he hoist­ed the drum con­tain­ing Sam’s

    re­mains on­to the truck and got in on the driv­er’s side. “We’re go­ing to the po­lice.”




    They rode in si­lence un­til they neared the po­lice sta­tion.




    Ben cleared his throat. “Ex­cuse me,” he squeaked.




    “What?” Re­mo said.




    “You go­ing to tell the cops you killed Sam?”




    “What time is it?”




    Ben looked at his watch. “Sev­en-​thir­ty.”




    “No time,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got to catch the bal­let.”




    “Oh,” Ben said, inch­ing to­ward the door.




    Sud­den­ly, with­out warn­ing, Re­mo vault­ed out the cab win­dow and land­ed on his feet in

    the shad­ows. Through the dark­ened wind­shield he saw Ben grasp­ing fran­ti­cal­ly for the

    wheel, bring­ing the truck to a halt in front of the precinct doors.




    “Hey!” he yelled. “They’re go­ing to think I killed him!” Ben start­ed out the door, but was

    halt­ed by two cu­ri­ous po­lice­men who were cir­cling the truck.




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said, kick­ing a stone along an al­ley­way.




    Killing was the pits.




    The lights at Lin­coln Cen­ter were bril­liant, il­lu­mi­nat­ing the lav­ish foun­tains in

    the court­yard. Walk­ing among the columns in front of the New York State The­ater was a

    diminu­tive fig­ure draped in bil­low­ing green bro­cade robes. His white hair stood in a tufty

    cloud on top of his head, and hung in long strands from his up­per lip and chin.




    Chi­un’s age was some­where be­tween eighty and a hun­dred, but when he smiled, he looked

    like an ea­ger child.




    “I like this place,” the old man said, ges­tur­ing grand­ly to­ward the state­ly build­ings

    and their glam­orous pa­trons. “It is good to be at last among sur­round­ings suit­able to one

    of my sta­tion.”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said. “Ter­rif­ic.”




    “What is wrong, o un­cul­tured one? Per­haps the prospect of broad­en­ing your mind is

    dis­taste­ful to you. You would pre­fer, no doubt, to gob­ble hot dogs and ogle the ud­ders of

    white fe­males?”




    Re­mo grunt­ed.




    “Hark, it speaks.”




    “I’m sick of killing.”




    “Ah,” the old Ori­en­tal said sage­ly. “This I un­der­stand.”




    “You do?”




    “Of course. When one prac­tices the art of as­sas­si­na­tion as you do, one is bound to

    be­come dis­il­lu­sioned. But do not sor­row, my son. You will im­prove with a lit­tle

    prac­tice. Ten, fif­teen years. Prac­ti­cal­ly overnight.” He pat­ted Re­mo gen­tly on the

    shoul­der.




    “It’s not that, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I’m just tired of killing peo­ple for a liv­ing. I don’t

    want to do it any­more.”




    Chi­un arched an eye­brow. “And what, may I ask, do you pro­pose to do since this great

    rev­ela­tion? Sell wash­ing ma­chines?”




    The lights dimmed and bright­ened in the lob­by, the sig­nal to en­ter the the­ater. “I

    don’t know. But I’m not go­ing to kill any­body else. I’ve thought it over.”




    Chi­un sighed as he set­tled in­to his seat in full lo­tus po­si­tion. “I guessed as

    much.”




    “Guessed what?”




    “That you have been think­ing. Like killing and mak­ing love, think­ing is an ac­tiv­ity

    which should on­ly be un­der­tak­en by those who know how to do it cor­rect­ly. In your case,

    you should stick to killing.”




    “Very fun­ny.”




    “And on­ly un­der su­per­vi­sion.”




    Re­mo sat back. He wouldn’t have to tell Smith about his de­ci­sion un­til in­ter­mis­sion.

    Till then, he’d have time to take a nap. The first act of Giselle was as good a place as any to

    catch a few winks, and he was bone tired.




    “Dis­grace­ful,” Chi­un mut­tered as soon as the cur­tain came up.




    “Hm­mm?” Re­mo cranked one eye­lid open.




    “This is not danc­ing. Where are the fans? Where are the stream­ers?”




    “This is bal­let,” Re­mo said. “It’s dif­fer­ent from Ko­re­an danc­ing. They use their

    feet.”




    “A shame­less dis­play of leg-​show­ing. Girls should have more mod­esty. Look at that one

    in the white jack­et. Ruf­fles at the col­lar, and no skirt. She is la­dy­like on­ly around her

    neck.”




    “Where?”




    “On the stage. A car­nal ex­hi­bi­tion. And big legs, too. White legs. Who would have such a

    wom­an?”




    “That’s not a wom­an, Chi­un. It’s a man.”




    “A man? With no pants?”




    “Qui­et down, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    The old Ori­en­tal looked around. “Why? Are you afraid I will wake some­one up?”




    Re­mo scanned the seats around him. In­deed, al­most half the au­di­ence seemed to be fast

    asleep. He craned his neck to see in­to the or­ches­tra sec­tion. A thou­sand heads bobbed up

    and down rhyth­mi­cal­ly as the air welled with the sound of deep snor­ing.




    “Ev­ery­body’s conked out,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “What do you ex­pect? Even un­con­scious­ness is prefer­able to watch­ing those legs.”




    “Some­thing weird’s go­ing on here,” Re­mo said.




    At in­ter­mis­sion, the cur­tain came down to a smat­ter­ing of ap­plause. The house lights

    came up, and a few peo­ple strag­gled in­to the aisles. Most of the au­di­ence re­mained

    sprawled in their seats.




    “Let’s find Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    Smith was stand­ing by the re­fresh­ments counter on the first tier. Re­mo and Chi­un had a

    hard time get­ting to him be­cause the oth­er pa­trons kept stag­ger­ing in front of them.




    “Out of my way,” Chi­un com­mand­ed as a young cou­ple slammed in­to him on ei­ther

    flank.




    “Sor­ry,” the young man said with ex­teme slow­ness. His mouth worked fur­ther, but on­ly

    drool came out.




    “Sloven­ly crea­tures. White, nat­ural­ly.”




    “He’s not the on­ly one,” Re­mo said. Near Smith stood a fash­ion­able mid­dle-​aged wom­an

    in green taffe­ta. As Smith pur­chased some­thing from the bar, the wom­an melt­ed to the

    floor. A few feet away, an­oth­er pa­tron, an el­der­ly gen­tle­man hold­ing a sty­ro­foam cup

    in his hand, slid slow­ly down the wall to the car­pet.




    “What’s wrong with all these peo­ple?” Re­mo asked. “They’re falling like boll wee­vils at

    first frost.”




    Smith walked over to them, a sty­ro­foam con­tain­er in his hand. His face was grave. “Can

    you see what’s hap­pen­ing?” he asked.




    “I see it, but I don’t be­lieve it,” Re­mo said. “Is it like this all over New York?”




    “All over the coun­try,” Smith said. “The first re­ports came from Mi­ami, but with­in hours

    I’d heard from ev­ery city in the Unit­ed States. The hos­pi­tals are full with ac­ci­dent

    cas­es, from peo­ple falling asleep at the wheel. Sui­cides are quadru­ple their usu­al

    rate.”




    “Maybe it’s some­thing in the wa­ter,” Re­mo of­fered.




    Smith shook his head. “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, we know what it is. There’ve been enough

    au­top­sies to prove it be­yond a doubt.”




    “And?”




    Smith looked around him. “Hero­in,” he said.




    “Hero­in?” Re­mo re­peat­ed un­be­liev­ing­ly. “The whole coun­try?”




    “Some­how, a huge quan­ti­ty of hero­in has been in­tro­duced to the Amer­ican pub­lic. The

    epi­dem­ic has crossed all so­cial and eth­nic bar­ri­ers. There’s no pat­tern.” Smith took a

    sip of his cof­fee. “I’m afraid there’s just no way of stop­ping it at present, since we don’t

    know the source. That’s your­job. Find out who’s be­hind this scheme, and how he’s

    op­er­at­ing. And then stop him.”




    Re­mo waf­fled. “There’s just one thing–“




    “I rec­om­mend you start with known drug con­tacts in the Mi­ami area, then work your way up

    to the main dis­trib­utors.”




    “Yeah, but…”




    “But what?”




    “See, I’d like to catch this bum as much as you, but I’ve come to a de­ci­sion. About my

    life. That is, about the way I spend my life. It’s the killing, Smit­ty…. Smit­ty?”




    Smith stood weav­ing in his spot, star­ing glass­ily at Re­mo.




    “Are you all right?”




    He didn’t an­swer. Re­mo waved a hand in front of Smith’s face. He didn’t blink. Then

    slow­ly, his arm dropped and his cof­fee spilled in lit­tle rivulets down the side of his

    trousers.




    “Smit­ty!”




    With a muf­fled sound, Smith ca­reened back­wards and lay un­con­scious on the floor.




    Re­mo scooped him up in his arms. “It’s got Smit­ty, too,” he said. He lis­tened to Smith’s

    heart. “I think he’s okay. We’ve got to get him home.”




    He put Smith in a taxi, gave the driv­er a roll of hun­dred-​dol­lar bills, and sent the cab

    off to up­state New York.




    “What now?” Chi­un said in the light of a street lamp.




    “We’ll start in Mi­ami.”




    “I thought you were not go­ing to work again.”




    “I said I wasn’t go­ing to kill.”




    They trav­eled to the air­port in si­lence. Why, Re­mo won­dered, would any­one want to drug

    the en­tire pop­ula­tion of the Unit­ed States? What­ev­er the rea­son, Re­mo had the

    sick­en­ing feel­ing that things had just start­ed.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    The city of Mi­ami was like a ghost town. Ex­cept for the con­stant wail of am­bu­lances in

    the dis­tance and an un­usu­al num­ber of dere­licts, the city seemed to be de­sert­ed.




    Re­mo walked pur­pose­ful­ly past the palm trees lin­ing the wide boule­vard. A

    re­stric­tion ban­ning all but emer­gen­cy ve­hi­cles from the roads lent the emp­ty streets an

    air of spa­cious­ness.




    He knew where he was go­ing. Skirt­ing the main routes, he turned in­to a se­ries of

    al­ley­ways in the north­west sec­tion of town. At the far end of a dead-​end street hung a

    filthy shin­gle read­ing “Shoes Re­paired” above a dingy store­front. Through the win­dow Re­mo

    could see a counter tend­ed by a la­con­ic, mur­der­ous-​look­ing fel­low.




    If Re­mo re­mem­bered cor­rect­ly, there was a false wall at the back of the shop that

    opened to a ware­house filled, in­ter­mit­tent­ly, with large ship­ments of hero­in.




    CURE’s com­put­ers had flushed out the ware­house some months be­fore, and Re­mo him­self

    had been in­side to ver­ify the stash, but had left it un­touched. Harold Smith pre­ferred to

    leave big drug busts to the FBI, so Re­mo’s cli­mac­tic mo­ment had come with an anony­mous

    call pin­point­ing the lo­ca­tion of the ware­house. The place had been raid­ed and the hero­in

    seized, but the Feds didn’t wait to check the facts about who was in charge, and end­ed up

    ar­rest­ing some mi­nor cog in the drug wheel with no more in­for­ma­tion than the av­er­age

    street push­er.




    The re­al op­er­ator, John­ny Ar­ca­di, had tak­en ap­pro­pri­ate pre­cau­tions at the time

    and was se­cure­ly and vis­ibly out of town dur­ing the raid, speak­ing at an elec­tri­cal

    con­trac­tor’s con­ven­tion in De­troit. Ar­ca­di was left clean, as usu­al.




    The Feds watched him for a while, but with so many un­der­lings work­ing for him, Ar­ca­di

    was nev­er in the shoe re­pair shop any­more. Most of the Feds con­curred that Ar­ca­di had

    moved to a new lo­ca­tion. Harold Smith knew he hadn’t, but Ar­ca­di was small pota­toes to

    CURE.




    Smith wait­ed, hop­ing that when Ar­ca­di led him to the next rung on the lad­der, sure­ly a

    man un­touch­able by the demo­crat­ic laws of the Unit­ed States, he would send in Re­mo. To

    fin­ish both jobs in a way the Con­sti­tu­tion did not per­mit but, the on­ly way that would

    work. Re­mo de­cid­ed that the time had come.




    The shoe­mak­er in the shop was sit­ting on a high stool, a cigarette dan­gling from the

    side of his mouth.




    “Whad­dya want,” he said.




    “John­ny Ar­ca­di. Your boss.”




    “Nev­er heard of him,” the shoe­mak­er, whose on­ly cal­lus­es were on his trig­ger fin­ger,

    said. He re­moved the cigarette from his mouth and slow­ly low­ered his arm be­hind the

    counter. “Who wants to know?”




    “My name’s Re­mo. And I wouldn’t pick up that gun if I were you.”




    “What gun?” the shoe­mak­er drawled. From an al­most im­per­cep­ti­ble twitch of the man’s

    right shoul­der Re­mo knew that the man’s fin­gers were wrap­ping around a weapon.




    Shift­ing his po­si­tion slight­ly, Re­mo kicked a hole in the front of the counter with the

    bot­tom of his foot. The gun spun in­to the air in three pieces, and with the same move­ment

    the shoe­mak­er slammed shoul­ders first in­to the back wall. It yield­ed un­der his weight.

    Then Re­mo was over the counter and through the hole and in­to the ware­house, and the

    shoe­mak­er was hang­ing off Re­mo’s right hand by his nose.




    “Now do you re­mem­ber who Ar­ca­di is?” Re­mo asked pleas­ant­ly.




    The shoe­mak­er made mo­tions with his tongue. The on­ly sound that is­sued from him was a

    kind of squeal­ing grunt.




    “That mean yes?”




    “Ga. Yuh.”




    “Give him a call. Tell him I want to talk to him. Here. In five min­utes.”




    “Gla,” the man said. Re­mo set him down. “You a cop?”




    “No.”




    “Then why do you want Ar­ca­di?”




    Re­mo ex­tend­ed two fin­gers to­ward the man and pressed a place on his neck that

    con­vinced the man that fur­ther ex­pla­na­tions were un­nec­es­sary. “He’s in his car,” the

    shoe­mak­er said. He lift­ed the phone and di­aled, his eyes glued to Re­mo’s hands. “John­ny?

    I think you bet­ter come down here. Some guy named Re­mo. Says he’s not a cop. He wants you

    should come here in five min­utes. Yeah… Sor­ry, boss. Okay.” He hung up. “He says you should

    go stick your peck­er in a ravi­oli ma­chine.” He held out his two hands, palms for­ward, in

    de­fense. “You said call, I called. Mr. Ar­ca­di’s with a la­dy. He ain’t com­ing.” A bub­ble

    of a laugh es­caped from his lips. “At least not now.”




    “He’ll be here,” Re­mo said.




    “Uh-​uh. That five-​minute stuff, that was no good, not with John­ny Ar­ca­di. Like he ain’t

    used to tak­ing or­ders from no­body, you know what I mean?”




    “I said he’ll be here.” Re­mo glanced at the clock on the wall of the shoe­mak­er’s shop.

    Fifty-​eight sec­onds had elapsed.




    “How do you know he’ll come?” the shoe­mak­er per­sist­ed.




    “Say I’ve got ESP,” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah, but if he don’t come, what then? Then you mur­der me, right? Like maybe you think

    that’s go­ing to make John­ny Ar­ca­di die of sad­ness or some­thing.” He ex­pelled a lit­tle

    puff of air. “It just don’t work that way, you know. Like you’ll kill me, and he won’t give a

    good fly­ing crap, you know?”




    “I’m not go­ing to kill you. I’m not go­ing to kill any­body.”




    The man rubbed the spot on his neck that mo­ments be­fore had sent him in­to spasms of

    agony. “Okay. You re­mem­ber that. But he ain’t com­ing.”




    “He’s com­ing.”




    Out­side there was a skid of tires and a splin­ter­ing of glass. Then the ro­tund form of

    John­ny Ar­ca­di flew through the hole in the wall.




    “I told you he was com­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “John­ny.” The shoe­mak­er’s eyes shone with re­lief. “You cared. You re­al­ly cared. Hey, I

    ain’t go­ing to for­get this, boss, hon­est.”




    “Cram it,” Ar­ca­di moaned, rub­bing his bald head where he had land­ed on the ce­ment

    floor­ing. Through the hole in the wall walked a slight fig­ure with wispy white hair bob­bing

    over a yel­low satin robe.




    “Greet­ings,” Chi­un said.




    The shoe­mak­er looked from Ar­ca­di to the old Ori­en­tal. “Who’s the old gook?”




    “Some ma­ni­ac,” Ar­ca­di mum­bled, get­ting shak­ily to his feet. “Here I am, halfway to

    heav­en with a chick look­ing like a Pent­house cen­ter­fold, and along comes this old geezer

    and turns my legs in­to pret­zels. Tears my arms out by the sock­ets. Makes my neck in­to a

    dart­board with those pointy lit­tle fin­ger­nails. Sheesh. What’re you, some kind of Bruce Lee

    nut?” He wiped his brow with a hand­ker­chief.




    “I do not as­so­ciate with per­sons named Bruce,” Chi­un said with dig­ni­ty.




    The shoe­mak­er smiled. “He beat you up? You got to be kid­ding, boss. He can’t weigh more

    than a hun­dred pounds.”




    “That broad’ll nev­er let me so much as cop a feel again…. Hey, you think you could do any

    bet­ter with the old man, smar­tass?”




    “No of­fense, boss,” the shoe­mak­er said apolo­get­ical­ly.




    “I’m ask­ing. Do you think you could cream the old gook, or don’t you?”




    “Well…” he smiled. “Yeah. I think I could. Sure.”




    Then he looked at Re­mo. “Oh, I get it. You look out for the old guy, don’t you. I lay a

    fin­ger on Pops here, and you step in and brain me, right?”




    “Brain him, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. “He could use a brain.”




    “Hey, watch it, you old goat–“




    “I won’t lift a fin­ger,” Re­mo said.




    “Even if I kill him?”




    “Be my guest.”




    “Be his guest,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo touched Chi­un’s shoul­der. “Don’t kill him, okay?”




    Chi­un’s jaw tight­ened. “You are im­pos­si­ble,” he said.




    “And you’re dead,” the shoe­mak­er said. He ad­vanced on the frail-​look­ing old man and

    cir­cled him, his fists held in front of his face. “You could at least put your hands up,” he

    said with a smile.




    “Why?” Chi­un asked. “You have nev­er seen hands?”




    “You sure your friend ain’t go­ing to step in?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly sure. He has em­braced non­vi­olence.”




    “And you haven’t, right?” He laughed.




    “That is cor­rect,” Chi­un said.




    “Okay, then. This is for what he done to me.” He poked a mean right at the old Ori­en­tal.

    It missed. And then there was a blur of yel­low satin and a sput­ter­ing of breath­ing sounds,

    and then Chi­un was stand­ing in his for­mer po­si­tion, hands tucked in­side the sleeves of

    his gown, his face serene.




    Be­side him lay a spheroid shape band­ed by a braid of arms and legs.




    “Is he dead?” Re­mo asked.




    “No,” Chi­un said with dis­gust. “It is breath­ing. It will con­tin­ue to breathe. That is

    all.”




    Ar­ca­di touched the mass with his toe. It rolled away. “What a cluck,” he said.




    “Want to talk?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yeah, sure.” Ar­ca­di’s voice was heavy with res­ig­na­tion. “You’re tak­ing over the

    op­er­ation, I sup­pose.”




    “What if we are?”




    “Then wel­come to it. I’m sick of it any­way. Busi­ness. Poot.” He spat sig­nif­icant­ly

    to­ward the blob of in­ert tis­sue that was the shoe­mak­er.




    “Not good?”




    “Not good? You kid­ding? You’re look­ing at a ru­ined man. You think there’s any liv­ing in

    hook­ers and num­bers? That’s all I got left. Ready for the poor farm, that’s what I am.”




    “Hook­ers and num­bers? I’m talk­ing about hero­in,” Re­mo ex­plained.




    “You and ev­ery­body else. Hero­in.” He looked up nos­tal­gi­cal­ly, sa­vor­ing the word.

    “Horse. Smack. Dope. H. Hero­in used to mean some­thing,” he said through misty eyes. “Se­cret

    car­goes by sea. Spe­cial cars with the stuff built in­to the doors. Air­line stews with a

    lit­tle stash up their bazonkas.”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo sighed. “Junkies scream­ing. Nar­cotics raids. Teenage girls turn­ing to

    pros­ti­tu­tion to sup­port their habits.”




    “You got it,” John­ny Ar­ca­di said with a dreamy smile. “Them were the days.” He snapped

    out of his rever­ie with tight-​lipped res­olu­tion. “That’s all an­cient his­to­ry now.”




    “What’s an­cient his­to­ry?”




    “As if you don’t know.”




    “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t,” Re­mo hedged.




    “Come on.”




    “You come on, Ar­ca­di. The whole coun­try’s blast­ed to the gills. On hero­in.”




    Ar­ca­di snort­ed in con­tempt.




    “What’s that sup­posed to mean?”




    “Jeez, you guys are even dumb­er than you look,” Ar­ca­di said. No won­der you got picked to

    close me down. You don’t know noth­ing.” He walked slow­ly to the far wall of the ware­house

    and lift­ed up a wood­en crate. “Al­low me to ex­plain to youse.”




    He tossed the crate on the floor with a crash of splin­ter­ing wood. Out of the bro­ken

    sides slid a fat five-​pound plas­tic bag filled with white pow­der. Ar­ca­di picked it up.




    “This here,” he said, rais­ing the bag to shoul­der lev­el as if demon­strat­ing a prod­uct

    on tele­vi­sion, “is your stan­dard street hero­in. Prop­er­ly adul­ter­at­ed so as not to

    en­cour­age OD’s by ad­dicts, since ev­ery­body knows junkies are pigs when it comes to dope

    and will shoot up as much pure hero­in as cut hero­in and will die, there­by di­min­ish­ing the

    num­ber of cus­tomers.”




    “Can the lec­ture, Ar­ca­di.”




    “Please. I am mak­ing a point,” Ar­ca­di said, his brow fur­rowed eru­dite­ly. “Since this

    is not pure hero­in, it was val­ued last week at ap­prox­imate­ly one hun­dred and six­ty

    thou­sand dol­lars. Not the trea­sure of the Sier­ra Madre, Maybe, but a liv­ing.” He

    shrugged.




    “Why last week?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ah, yes. A good ques­tion. Why do I say that last week this lit­tle pack­et was worth a

    hun­dred six­ty thou­sand smackeroos?” He squeezed the bag with both hands un­til his face

    turned red and his teeth clenched and his limbs shook, and fi­nal­ly the pack­et burst open

    with a spray of white dust that coat­ed the ware­house floor.




    “Be­cause this week it ain’t worth bull­shit!” Ar­ca­di screamed, rip­ping the re­main­ing

    plas­tic like a man pos­sessed. He pro­ceed­ed to tear open the oth­er bags in the crate and

    flung their con­tents to the winds. “Junk is now as ob­so­lete as the horse­less car­riage.

    Garters. Sus­penders. Ocean lin­ers. Black and white TV.”




    The ware­house was a bliz­zard of fly­ing white dust that coat­ed them all like bak­ers’

    ap­pren­tices as Ar­ca­di moved fren­zied­ly from crate to crate, rip­ping open the bags of

    hero­in and dump­ing them in ev­ery di­rec­tion.




    Chi­un made a corkscrew with his fin­ger near his tem­ple and cocked his head to­ward

    Ar­ca­di. Re­mo went over to the man, who was sit­ting, sob­bing, on a pile of sparkling

    pow­der.




    “Get a grip on your­self,” Re­mo said.




    “Who­ev­er would have thought it was pos­si­ble,” the fat man cried. “The price of gold,

    yes. That goes up and down all the time. Di­amonds, sug­ar, art. The dol­lar. The val­ue of

    Cu­ba. But the bot­tom falling out of hero­in? I’m ru­ined, I tell you. Fin­ished. A bum. I’m a

    bum.”




    “Per­haps you should try some deep breath­ing,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed.




    “Hook­ers and num­bers. You ev­er try to make a liv­ing on hook­ers and num­bers? I’m go­ing

    to have to go back in­to the dry-​clean­ing busi­ness.”




    “There are plen­ty of ad­dicts,” Re­mo said con­sol­ing­ly. “More than ev­er, I hear.”




    “Think so? Go look at the streets. Where are the wast­ed dregs of hu­man­ity who used to lie

    in emp­ty door­ways beg­ging strangers for enough change to buy a nick­el bag? Where are the

    de­gen­er­ate kids with their run­ny noses and pasty skin? The girls with the track marks

    run­ning up their arms and legs? The old junkies, shak­ing like leaves, dy­ing for a shot–“




    “How re­volt­ing,” Chi­un ob­served.




    “Where are they?” Re­mo asked.




    “At Chock Full O’ Nuts, that’s where!” Ar­ca­di roared.




    “What?”




    The fat man looked up with red-​rimmed eyes. “You think I’m kid­ding? Hah. Go check out the

    restau­rants. That’s where the junkies are. Hang­ing out in the cof­fee shops, swill­ing ja­va

    and feel­ing like kings. It’s dis­gust­ing.”




    “Restau­rants?”




    “Ev­er hear of such a thing? Junkies don’t eat. It’s not done. Goes against the whole

    tra­di­tion. You’d think they’d have some pride. Nev­er trust a junkie.”




    “You mean,” Re­mo said, “that ev­ery­body’s try­ing hero­in– ex­cept the junkies, who are

    used to it?”




    Ar­ca­di rolled his eyes. “What a lame-​brain. No,” he said with ex­ag­ger­at­ed pa­tience.

    “Don’t you hear noth­ing? I am say­ing that no­body wants hero­in. No deals, no sales. That’s

    how come all this stuff is still here in the ware­house. I can’t give it away. That is what I’m

    say­ing. And your boss knows it, even if you don’t, lunkhead.”




    “My boss?”




    “The slimy Ay-​rab in the tur­ban.”




    Re­mo’s thoughts drift­ed to Dr. Harold W. Smith, star­ing at his com­put­er con­sole

    through steel-​rimmed spec­ta­cles. Some­how Ar­ca­di’s de­scrip­tion didn’t quite

    con­nect.




    “What Arab in the tur­ban?”




    “Am­fat Has­sam,” Ar­ca­di said queru­lous­ly. “You think I was born yes­ter­day?

    Ev­ery­body in the busi­ness knows the Ay-​rabs been mov­ing Horse in­to this coun­try for

    years.” He raised his head and shoul­ders in a pos­ture of dig­ni­ty. “It’s part of a for­eign

    plot to un­der­mine the morale of the na­tion,” he said, giv­ing ap­pro­pri­ate weight to each

    word.




    “And you were one of the mid­dle­men,” Re­mo con­clud­ed.




    “We sell to junkies,” Ar­ca­di said dis­mis­sive­ly. “Who cares about the morale of

    junkies?”




    “Let me get this straight,” Re­mo said. “Am­fat Has­sam has been sup­ply­ing the pure

    hero­in.”




    “Cor­rect.”




    “And you have been buy­ing that hero­in, cut­ting it to spread out the vol­ume, and sell­ing

    it to deal­ers in the area.”




    “Right.”




    “On­ly now no­body wants to buy hero­in any­more.”




    “Bin­go.”




    “So why is eighty per­cent of the Amer­ican pub­lic high as a kite?”




    “How the hell should I know?” Ar­ca­di screamed. “You think I like this sit­ua­tion? You

    think I like work­ing hook­ers and num­bers? Your boss, Has­sam, he knows. This is part of some

    kind of new Ay-​rab plot, I tell you. Get ‘em zonked on some­thing else, and elim­inate hero­in

    from the whole scene. Put thou­sands out of work.”




    “But it is hero­in that ev­ery­one’s stoned on.”




    “Then find out from Has­sam how they’re get­ting it, ’cause it sure ain’t com­ing from

    me.”




    “I will,” Re­mo said.




    “And tell him he can take this ware­house full of dope and stick it up his bazon­ka.”




    “Okay.”




    “And now you’re go­ing to kill me, I sup­pose.”




    “Well…”




    “Go ahead,” Chi­un prod­ded. “When one falls from a camel, one must quick­ly mount the same

    camel. An old Per­sian proverb.”




    “What’s from camels?” Ar­ca­di snarled. “Are you gonna off me, or what?”




    “Qui­et, large mouth, that is what we are dis­cussing,” Chi­un said.




    “Oh, ex­cuse me,” Ar­ca­di said with an elab­orate ges­ture. “While you two are mak­ing

    con­ver­sa­tion, I think I’ll just take a lit­tle air.” He saun­tered to­ward the de­mol­ished

    wall.




    “The Em­per­or will be most dis­pleased if you per­mit this man to go free,” Chi­un said in

    Ko­re­an.




    “I’m telling you, I just can’t kill any­more. Not even a bean­bag like Ar­ca­di. I don’t

    have the stom­ach for it.”




    Chi­un sighed nois­ily. “All right. But let it be on your head.”




    “Ar­ca­di,” Re­mo shout­ed.




    Ar­ca­di was sprint­ing down the street. Re­mo flew at him in a tack­le and brought him to

    the ground. He bounced him back in­side the ware­house and tied his wrists and an­kles

    to­geth­er with Ar­ca­di’s neck­tie. Then he picked up the tele­phone and di­aled the Chica­go

    Di­al-​A-​Prayer num­ber that even­tu­al­ly reached Harold W. Smith at Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium.




    “You okay?”




    “Er… fine,” Smith said, rather stiffly. “It must have been some man­ifes­ta­tion of

    stress.”




    “You were blast­ed, but nev­er mind,” Re­mo said. “Are you sure that stuff that’s go­ing

    around is hero­in?” He ex­plained Ar­ca­di’s predica­ment. “There isn’t any mar­ket for hero­in

    these days.”




    “In­ter­est­ing,” Smith said. “But it’s hero­in, or a close molec­ular deriva­tive. And

    or­gan­ic. There’s no mis­take.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said un­cer­tain­ly. “By the way, you’d bet­ter alert the Mi­ami po­lice

    to come pick up Ar­ca­di.”




    “He’s– he’s alive?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly. “What of it?”




    “Re­mo, I must ad­vise you–“




    “For­get it,” Re­mo said, and hung up.




    He turned to Ar­ca­di. “Ev­ery­body wants you dead.”




    Ar­ca­di shrugged. “Breaks my heart.”




    “Well, I’m not go­ing to kill you.”




    “Don’t do me no fa­vors.”




    “You could be a lit­tle grate­ful.”




    Ar­ca­di made a dis­gust­ed noise. “You mash my as­sis­tant in­to a hu­man bowl­ing ball,

    then you beat the gas out of me, tie me up like a frig­ging dough­nut, and leave me here for

    the cops in a ware­house full of smack, and you want grat­itude?”




    Re­mo walked away. “Dumb in­grate,” he said.




    Chi­un sniffed. “And you call your­self an as­sas­sin,” he said. “I am re­turn­ing to our

    mo­tel. You can see your Mr. Has­sam and not kill him by your­self. Be back by five o’clock. We

    are eat­ing duck tonight.”


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Am­fat Has­sam’s res­idence wasn’t hard to find. The lawn in front of the man­sion was

    stud­ded with clas­si­cal Greek stat­ues paint­ed in vivid flesh tones and anatom­ical­ly

    cor­rect. Three gi­gan­tic foun­tains sprayed par­ti­col­ored wa­ter in­to the air above a

    rhine­stone-​stud­ded re­flect­ing pool with a mo­sa­ic of Ann Mar­garet on the bot­tom.

    Al­though it was on­ly Oc­to­ber, twin­kling Christ­mas lights sparkled on the colon­nad­ed

    façade of the house, which was a repli­ca of the White House ex­cept that it was paint­ed

    Schi­apar­el­li pink.




    Re­mo vault­ed over the ten-​foot-​high brass gates and walked around to the back. In the

    mid­dle of a vast or­chid gar­den stretched the blue ex­panse of a star-​shaped swim­ming pool

    sur­round­ed by leg­gy girls in biki­nis.




    “Oooo,” a bux­om blonde crooned when she saw Re­mo.




    Gor­geous girls no longer had the ef­fect on Re­mo they once had. Through years of “oooos”

    and “ah­hhs” and the stray man­icured hand brush­ing ac­ci­den­tal­ly against his but­tocks, he

    had grown to ac­cept the fact that he was the sort of man wom­en found at­trac­tive. To him, it

    all seemed like stan­dard equip­ment. He was tall, and they liked that. He had dark hair and

    eyes to match.




    The eyes, he had to ad­mit, were pret­ty ex­traor­di­nary: he could see about a mile in any

    kind of weath­er, and his night vi­sion was as good as the day­light va­ri­ety. Chi­un had

    taught him to con­trol the di­am­eter of his pupils, a feat that had tak­en near­ly four years

    to learn. But the girls didn’t know that. They just thought his eyes were cute, as if that made

    any dif­fer­ence what­ev­er.




    Or cru­el. Wom­en were al­ways telling him how cru­el his eyes were. Kiss me, you brute.

    Re­mo sin­cere­ly won­dered what mech­anism made wom­en en­joy the com­pa­ny of men they found

    fright­en­ing, but his was not to rea­son why. Wom­en were a species un­to them­selves, and

    noth­ing they said or did sur­prised him any­more.




    Which was why he didn’t say any­thing when the blonde with the rack on her pulled off his

    T-​shirt with one deft mo­tion and buried her face in his chest. Or when the stat­uesque

    red­head stand­ing near­by grabbed him by the hair and stuck her tongue in his ear. Or when the

    brunette with the freck­les wound her­self around his legs and bit the blonde on the knee.

    There was no rea­son­ing with them af­ter that, with claws fly­ing and per­fumed hair com­ing

    out by the hand­ful and enough shriek­ing and cussing to make Has­sam’s trop­ical par­adise

    sound like a cathouse dur­ing a panty raid.




    “Ladies, ladies,” Re­mo at­tempt­ed. He got a cur­va­ceous calf in his mouth for the

    ef­fort. A fin­ger at­tached to a three-​inch-​long or­ange fin­ger­nail dart­ed alarm­ing­ly,

    near his right eye, and when he re­cov­ered his bal­ance, a well-​mus­cled fe­male bel­ly

    en­veloped him.




    “Get off me,” Re­mo griped. “What are you, Has­sam’s army?”




    “Psst. Come with me,” whis­pered the girl at­tached to the bel­ly. She was a pret­ty lit­tle

    blonde with the kind of puck­ish, in­no­cent fea­tures that re­mind­ed him of old Tues­day Weld

    movies. She led him, crawl­ing com­bat style, out of the melee and in­to the shad­ows of some

    tiger lilies.




    “I’m Sandy,” she sighed, kiss­ing Re­mo full on the mouth.




    “That’s okay,” Re­mo said. “I’m a lit­tle dusty my­self.” He smiled broad­ly.




    “Huh?” She bat­ted a lot of gen­uine mink eye­lash­es in his di­rec­tion.




    “Nev­er mind. Why’d they at­tack me?”




    Sandy gig­gled. “It wasn’t you they were at­tack­ing, sil­ly. It was each oth­er. Men are so

    scarce around here, ev­ery girl want­ed you for her­self.” Her tongue flicked be­tween her

    lips. “Wan­na play doc­tor?”




    A high-​heeled shoe whizzed over­head. “Aeri­al at­tack,” the girl said. Her smile widened

    in­to a las­civ­ious grin. “Bet­ter stay close to me, Brown Eyes.” She ground her­self on him

    to en­sure max­imum pro­tec­tion. “Can’t tell what they’d do for a man.”




    “Why don’t they try the bars?” Re­mo of­fered.




    “We’re not al­lowed. It’s part of the con­tract.”




    “What con­tract?”




    “To the sheik.” She wrig­gled on­to his lap. Be­fore he could protest, the tiny biki­ni top

    she was wear­ing sprang off and flew in­to the bush­es. “Oops,” the girl said, her breasts

    quiv­er­ing in Re­mo’s face. “It must have slipped. Well, men will take ad­van­tage when the

    op­por­tu­ni­ty comes up,” she gig­gled. She drummed her fin­gers on his thigh as the mo­ments

    passed. Her smile fad­ed. “They will, won’t they?” she asked un­cer­tain­ly.




    “Not al­ways,” Re­mo said gal­lant­ly, pluck­ing two leaves off a plant and pre­sent­ing

    them to her. “What con­tract?”




    “Our work con­tract,” she said, ac­ci­den­tal­ly los­ing the leaves in Re­mo’s hair.

    “Has­sam’s our em­ploy­er. We’re his harem.” She ap­praised Re­mo’s re­ac­tion. “So it’s a

    job,” she said.




    “Uh, yeah,” Re­mo said. “What do harem girls do, ex­act­ly?”




    “Not what you think. Squirt’s no stal­lion. His wife sees to that. We’re just dancers. Kind

    of.”




    “Kind of?”




    “Sure. That weird danc­ing Arabs like. Bumps and grinds and shim­mies. I’m the best one

    here.” She demon­strat­ed for Re­mo at point-​blank range. “Works bet­ter with tas­sels, I

    think.”




    “I see,” Re­mo said.




    “I’m the on­ly re­al dancer in the bunch. My last job was at the Whiskey à Go-​Go in L.A.”

    She arched her back proud­ly. “Nat­ural­ly, I feel sort of dumb list­ing ‘harem girl’ on my

    W-2,” she re­flect­ed, “what with my back­ground and all. But for five grand a week, who’s

    com­plain­ing? And Squirt’s such a nice guy.”




    “Squirt?”




    “The sheik. Has­sam, that is. He’s not re­al­ly a sheik. But his wife makes us call him

    that.” She laughed. “Ev­ery­body knows they were both date pick­ers in some desert slum be­fore

    Squirt hit it big on the drug scene.”




    “So I’ve heard. I want to see him.”




    “For­get it. Squirt’s got the hordes of Al­lah sur­round­ing him. Be­sides, what do you want

    with him when you can see me?” As if to il­lus­trate her point, the bot­tom of her biki­ni

    slith­ered off in­ex­pli­ca­bly.




    “Is he in the house?”




    “Who, Squirt? Sure. Hid­ing from the sheikess, or what­ev­er the old bat­tle-​axe calls

    her­self. Squirt goes in­to his se­cret room up in the at­tic for an eye­ful when­ev­er the

    girls are out here by the pool.”




    “In that room?” Re­mo point­ed to a small win­dow over­look­ing the pool, where the harem

    had re­treat­ed af­ter los­ing sight of their quar­ry.




    “That’s the one. You can see his binoc­ulars. Poor old Squirt. It’s the on­ly jol­lies he

    gets.” She fought for po­si­tion as Re­mo tried to re­move her from his lap. “Hey, don’t waste

    your time, big boy. Squirt’s got twen­ty-​four-​hour body­guards. And take my word for it, I

    smell a lot bet­ter than they do. Bet­ter stick around here.”




    “Sor­ry, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said, lift­ing her gen­tly and de­posit­ing her be­side him.

    She looked as if she were about to cry. “It’s noth­ing per­son­al,” he said.




    “I used to be a re­spectable go-​go girl,” she said brave­ly. “More boom boom than I knew

    what to do with. Din­ners, they gave me. Cab fare. One guy even kept me in fan­cy un­der­pants

    for a whole year. Now I can’t even land a quick­ie in the damn bush­es.”




    Her pret­ty eyes were be­gin­ning to squeeze shut mis­er­ably, so Re­mo did the on­ly thing

    he could think of. He pinched a nerve on the left side of her back that sent her moan­ing in

    or­gias­tic de­light. “Oh, ba­by, what’s that, telepa­thy?” she squealed.




    “Just an old Ko­re­an trick. It’ll go away in about an hour. Un­less you don’t like it.” He

    reached to­ward her, but she squirmed away.




    “I’ll let you know how I like it in an hour,” she said, smil­ing.




    He head­ed for the house. One of the girls spot­ted him, and the stam­pede was on again, but

    they called off the chase as soon as Re­mo start­ed climb­ing up the sheer face of the

    wall.




    “He can’t be for re­al,” one of the harem said as Re­mo slapped one hand over the oth­er on

    his spi­der­like crawl to the third sto­ry. Re­mo usu­al­ly didn’t like to have peo­ple

    watch­ing him while he worked, but wall climb­ing was about as el­emen­tary as you could get.

    Even if Am­fat Has­sam did let loose with a pierc­ing scream when Re­mo’s legs swung in front

    of his binoc­ulars and in­to the win­dow.




    Four goons who looked as if they’d been weaned on blood ad­her­ing to the ends of sabers

    ap­peared out of nowhere. They were swathed in flow­ing no­madic robes. Long curved knives hung

    glint­ing from their belts. Their fierce eyes spoke of a thou­sand years of desert

    fight­ing.




    “Let’s moi­der da creep, Joey,” the biggest one said, pulling a re­volver out of his

    sleeve.




    “Hold it, fel­las. I just want to talk.”




    “Talk to dis,” an­oth­er war­rior said, thrust­ing a brass-​knuck­led fist to­ward Re­mo’s

    nose.




    “You’re not very po­lite,” Re­mo said, be­fore em­bed­ding the man’s knuck­les in the man’s

    throat.




    The big one fired his re­volver. The bul­let missed, an event the gun­man seemed to find

    amaz­ing, con­sid­er­ing he had fired five inch­es from Re­mo’s chest.




    “Your man­ners aren’t very good, ei­ther,” Re­mo said, pok­ing him in the fore­head with his

    in­dex fin­ger. A lit­tle cylin­der of brain tis­sue about the di­am­eter of a dime shot out

    the back of the man’s skull.




    For a mo­ment, Re­mo was afraid he had killed the man, but his fears were al­layed when the

    man smiled. “On­ly a loboto­my,” Re­mo said to the two re­main­ing guards who were clos­ing in

    on him. “Now, now,” he said. “You two look like you’re think­ing im­pure thoughts.”




    He picked one up in each hand and flung them to op­po­site sides of the room. Their weapons,

    still in their out­stretched hands, hit the wall first, crack­ing apart and spilling two

    show­ers of un­spent bul­lets on the floor. A split sec­ond lat­er, their bod­ies made con­tact

    with the plas­ter and tun­neled in­side it like jew­els in a mo­sa­ic.




    Af­ter check­ing to see that they were breath­ing, Re­mo turned to the lit­tle man with the

    binoc­ulars. He was wear­ing a pair of bag­gy Bermu­da shorts, which trem­bled piti­ful­ly

    around his knock­ing knees.




    “Me, I have ex­cel­lent man­ners,” he said quick­ly. “I buy the cook­ies from the Girl

    Scouts. I help old ladies cross the street. I use a nap­kin, al­ways. You would like per­haps a

    drink?”




    He sham­bled over to a tray filled with de­canters, clat­tered a rapid tat­too while he

    filled a glass, and of­fered it spas­ti­cal­ly to Re­mo.




    “I don’t drink.”




    “Thank you,” the sheik said, down­ing the con­tents of the glass with one gulp. The

    thin­ning strands of hair on his head quiv­ered.




    “I thought Arabs didn’t drink, ei­ther.”




    Has­sam dropped his glass in­stant­ly. “I will nev­er drink again. I swear it.”




    Re­mo was about to tell Has­sam that he didn’t care whether any­body drank or not. Then he

    re­mem­bered that the day his body had reached the lev­el of de­vel­op­ment where he could no

    longer in­gest al­co­hol had been a sad day in his life. No more Scotch Mists to soft­en the

    blows of life’s slings and ar­rows. No va­ca­tion Mai Tais in co­conuts with lit­tle

    um­brel­las in them. Not even a beer af­ter a good foot­ball game. The ex­pe­ri­ence had left

    him with a per­verse en­vy of peo­ple who could down a lit­tle nip now and then. Drunks made

    lousy as­sas­sins, but so­bri­ety was hell some­times. So why shouldn’t a hero­in smug­gler

    feel at least as rot­ten as he did, he rea­soned.




    “See that you don’t.”




    “My lips will nev­er taste the bit­ter nec­tar of sin again.” He clapped his hands, and a

    but­ler who looked like Lawrence of Ara­bia en­tered. “Some en­ter­tain­ment, please,” Has­sam

    or­dered. “Pre­pare the dancers.”




    He turned to Re­mo. “Since you have mur­dered my body­guards, I as­sume you have come to rob

    my house?” he in­quired pleas­ant­ly.




    “I didn’t mur­der them,” Re­mo in­sist­ed. “And no, I don’t want any­thing in your house. I

    just want­ed to talk to you.”




    Has­sam’s face fell. “You are not a rob­ber?”




    “No.”




    Has­sam looked crest­fall­en.




    “Sor­ry. It’s not my line,” Re­mo ex­plained.




    “Just a few jew­els, per­haps,” Has­sam per­sist­ed. “Very valu­able. Easy to steal.” He

    leaned for­ward, squint­ing con­spir­ato­ri­al­ly. “Just put in your pock­et. No­body to see,”

    he whis­pered. “My wife Yas­mine keeps her jew­els in a box on her dress­ing ta­ble. In her

    bed­room. You go down one flight and turn right. The third door on the left side.”




    “You sound like you want me to rob you.”




    Has­sam laughed ner­vous­ly. “Me? How ridicu­lous. Of course not.”




    “Well, that’s good,” Re­mo said.




    “By the way, my but­ler can pro­vide you with a ham­mer and chis­el.”




    “What for?”




    “The box. In case it is locked. Very easy to break. No trou­ble.”




    “Will you come off it? I’m not go­ing to rob you, and that’s fi­nal. Now, would you mind

    dis­cussing what I came here for?”




    “Oh, very well,” Has­sam said, an­noyed. “Al­though I do not know why you both­er to kill my

    guards and then do not even at­tempt to rob me. It is not sen­si­ble. Not Amer­ican.”




    “I didn’t– oh, what’s the use. John­ny Ar­ca­di sent me.”




    “The slime,” Has­sam said. “Ex­cuse me. That was not po­lite. Pray, do not kill me for my

    rude­ness.”




    “Oh, for…” Re­mo count­ed back­ward from ten. “Okay. Think what­ev­er you want. Any­way,

    Ar­ca­di said you sup­plied him with the hero­in he sold.”




    Has­sam grunt­ed. “I know noth­ing of drugs. My peo­ple do not be­lieve in drugs. Drugs are

    for de­gen­er­ate west­ern­ers with noth­ing to fill the empti­ness of their de­praved and

    self­ish ex­is­tences.”




    “Gosh, if there’s one thing I hate more than rude­ness, it’s dis­hon­esty,” Re­mo said.




    “Drugs are my life,” Has­sam squeaked. “Please do not poke your fin­ger in­to my brain.”




    “Keep talk­ing. What about Ar­ca­di?”




    “He is a bum,” Has­sam said off-​hand­ed­ly. “An un­scrupu­lous mon­ey grub­ber. A thou­sand

    par­dons for the rude­ness. An odi­ous crim­inal, ex­cuse me.”




    “He buys hero­in from you?”




    “That is past. There is noth­ing be­tween us.”




    “Be­cause Ar­ca­di couldn’t sell the goods.”




    “That is what he says,” Has­sam said hot­ly. “For eight years he sells ev­ery­thing and

    makes a huge prof­it, leav­ing on­ly a pit­tance for my­self. Now sud­den­ly he claims there

    are no buy­ers. Am I to be­lieve such a sto­ry?” He paced ag­itat­ed­ly around the room,

    talk­ing in a tor­rent. “He has found an­oth­er sup­pli­er, I am not an id­iot. I can see.

    There is more hero­in now than ev­er. All the ac­ci­dents ev­ery­where.” He picked up a

    news­pa­per and rat­tled it sav­age­ly. “Three thou­sand deaths to­day alone. And al­most all

    of them at­tributable to drug over­dos­es.”




    “But Ar­ca­di wasn’t mak­ing any mon­ey,” Re­mo said. “He thought you were be­hind some plot

    to ease him out as mid­dle­man.”




    Has­sam stared at him. “You mean John­ny Ar­ca­di is broke, too?”




    “Too? You–“




    Has­sam let out a low moan. “Why do you think I wish for you to steal my wife’s jew­els? At

    least the in­sur­ance would bring us enough to eat. I am a pau­per.” He chewed his

    fin­ger­nails. “I sold all my stock in ITT this morn­ing. My trea­sury notes and mon­ey mar­ket

    in­vest­ments are al­ready gone. The house is for sale. Yes­ter­day I had to pawn my wife’s

    pearls and re­place them with paste beads. I have noth­ing.”




    “If you’re telling the truth, then where’s all the hero­in com­ing from?” Re­mo asked.




    “Where? If I knew where, would I be stand­ing here beg­ging you to rob me? Please. At least

    the paste pearls. My wife is bound to find out I re­placed them un­less they are stolen

    first.”




    “I’m sure she’ll un­der­stand,” Re­mo said sar­don­ical­ly. “Things could be worse.”




    A scat­ter­ing of fin­ger­nail sliv­ers shot from Has­sam’s mouth. “I take it you have not

    met my wife.”




    “Haven’t had the plea­sure,” Re­mo said.




    “You are a lucky man. And if Yas­mine dis­cov­ers that I have sold her pearls, my

    body­guards who are dead will al­so be lucky men com­pared with me.”




    The but­ler en­tered and an­nounced that the dancers were ready. He placed a record on the

    stereo. Weird twangy mu­sic filled the room. The heavy cur­tains cov­er­ing the door­way

    part­ed, and all the girls from the pool filed in, dressed in span­gled brassieres and

    gos­samer houri pants, un­du­lat­ing grace­ful­ly to the mu­sic. The girl Re­mo had met in the

    bush­es winked at him.




    “That is Sandy,” Has­sam said long­ing­ly. “She likes you, I think.”




    “Um,” Re­mo said non­com­mit­tal­ly. “Ac­tu­al­ly, I came to talk about–“




    “It is for the last time, this dance,” Has­sam said, blink­ing hard. “I will not be able to

    pay the girls af­ter to­day. To­mor­row they will all be gone, like a beau­ti­ful dream. All

    that will re­main will be Yas­mine.”




    “Your wife?”




    A slow tear rolled down the fur­rows of Has­sam’s cheeks. “Yes. There will al­ways be

    Yas­mine.”




    A thun­der­ing noise re­ver­ber­at­ed through the house, ac­com­pa­nied by a wail that

    sound­ed like the cry of a wound­ed buf­fa­lo. The phono­graph nee­dle scraped painful­ly

    across the record, and the mu­sic stopped. Then a 300-pound Arab wom­an cov­ered with black

    veils el­bowed her way in­to the room. Wav­ing a strand of pearls, she flat­tened the danc­ing

    girls against the walls as she cut a fe­ro­cious path to Has­sam.




    “Fake!” she shrilled. The but­ler clapped and the danc­ing girls scur­ried away. “The pearls

    are paste!” To il­lus­trate, she chomped down on a few inch­es of the strand and spat the

    frag­ments in­to Has­sam’s eye.




    “May I in­tro­duce my wife, Yas­mine,” Has­sam said, squint­ing.




    “Pleased…” Re­mo be­gan.




    “You think to hide from me in this room!” she shrieked. “But there is no place for you to

    run now, vile cur of a de­ceiv­er. There is no com­fort for thieves.”




    “… To meet you,” Re­mo fin­ished lame­ly. Mrs. Has­sam looked cold­ly at him. “And who is

    this skin­ny per­son in a T-​shirt, a bum?” She flicked a pudgy wrist in Re­mo’s di­rec­tion.

    “An­oth­er of your worth­less friends, no doubt, come to ogle the bags of bones you call a

    harem. Maybe you sold my beau­ti­ful pearls to him, eh?” A chunky hand load­ed with gaudy rings

    lashed out and wound it­self ex­pert­ly around Has­sam’s nose. It gave a mighty tug.




    “Well,” Has­sam said hearti­ly, ex­tri­cat­ing him­self from her grip with a broad, frozen

    smile. “Shall we have a drink?” He glanced at Re­mo. “Oh. On­ly cof­fee, of course.” He

    mo­tioned des­per­ate­ly to the but­ler.




    “Hey, lis­ten, Has­sam,” Re­mo said sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “It’s okay with me if you want a

    dr–“




    “He does not want a drink!” Mrs. Has­sam bel­lowed. She flipped her hus­band on­to the

    so­fa. “You’d bet­ter come up with some new pearls, you sod­den drunk­ard of a no-​good

    hus­band, or you’ll have my broth­er’s saber down your throat.”




    “Yes, my lily,” Has­sam said.




    “Big­ger pearls than the oth­ers. And longer. And an­oth­er ring. My thumb is near­ly

    bare.”




    Has­sam nod­ded numbly.




    “Cof­fee, sir,” the but­ler said. Has­sam poured him­self a cup and help it shak­ily to his

    lips, try­ing valiant­ly to re­store his com­po­sure.




    “De­li­cious,” he said, smil­ing fixed­ly. “As we were say­ing, Mr….”




    “Call me Re­mo,” Re­mo said, try­ing to drown out Mrs. Has­sam’s tirade be­hind them.




    “Don’t you ig­nore me, you weasel­ly runt,” she roared. “Where are the air­line tick­ets for

    my moth­er and her ser­vants to vis­it me for the win­ter? I know you nev­er liked my

    moth­er.”




    “Are you sure you won’t join me for a cup, Re­mo?” Has­sam of­fered. “It is quite good,

    re­al­ly.” He smacked his lips lan­guid­ly. “Ex­cep­tion­al­ly good.”




    “Has­sam!” his wife hissed, pok­ing the lit­tle man hard in the ribs. His lips fol­lowed the

    cof­fee cup around as it bounced, lick­ing up any stray drops.




    “I might as well tell you that I’ve fired the up­stairs maid,” Mrs. Has­sam went on. “I’ve

    seen the way that strum­pet looks at you. Do you think I am blind and deaf?”




    “I wish I were,” Has­sam said mourn­ful­ly, drain­ing his cup.




    “What are you mum­bling? I heard you. Don’t think you can get away with your non­sense

    for­ev­er, Am­fat Has­sam. My broth­ers will know how to han­dle you.”




    But Has­sam was too ab­sorbed in the cof­feepot to an­swer. He opened the lid, sniffed

    deeply, smiled, and be­gan to pour him­self an­oth­er cup. Then, watch­ing the slow stream of

    liq­uid, he dis­pensed with the cup and held the spout di­rect­ly to his lips, greed­ily

    gulp­ing down the con­tents of the pot.




    “Ex­cuse me,” Has­sam said with a belch. “Ex­traor­di­nary. Most ex­cel­lent cof­fee.”




    “It must have been,” Re­mo mused. Has­sam clapped. With­in a few mo­ments an­oth­er pot

    ap­peared.




    “Are you lis­ten­ing to me?” Mrs. Has­sam screamed.




    Has­sam picked his nose in re­ply.




    She turned to Re­mo. “What is wrong with him?”




    Re­mo shrugged. Has­sam stretched out like a cat, scratch­ing his bel­ly and nod­ding his

    head sleep­ily.




    “Has­sam! Am­fat, my hus­band, what has come over you?”




    “Mm­pht,” Has­sam said, curl­ing in­to a ball.




    “He has gone mad,” Mrs. Has­sam whis­pered dra­mat­ical­ly. “My moth­er was right.”




    “They al­ways are,” Re­mo said.




    “If I had mar­ried Ali El-​Jab­bar as she sug­gest­ed, I would have re­al jew­els now, not

    cheap paste im­ita­tions. I would not have been chained to a thiev­ing drunk­ard be­sot­ted by

    vice.” She turned an ac­cus­ing fin­ger on Re­mo. “You forced him in­to this shame­ful

    con­di­tion, didn’t you?”




    “He hasn’t been drink­ing any­thing,” Re­mo said, pok­ing ex­per­imen­tal­ly at the

    mo­tion­less Has­sam. It was all so pe­cu­liar. “Smith,” he whis­pered. “Chock Full O’

    Nuts.”




    “What are you say­ing? You are as crazy as he is,” Mrs. Has­sam shout­ed.




    Re­mo grabbed the cof­feepot from the but­ler. He opened the lid. The steam waft­ing from

    the sur­face of the liq­uid stung his eyes and burned his nose. “There’s some­thing in this

    cof­fee,” he said.




    Has­sam snort­ed awake and stretched out his arms. “Cof-​fee,” he chant­ed.




    Re­mo stuck a fin­ger in­to the cof­fee and tast­ed it.




    Bit­ter. Odd. Hyp­not­ic. “Hero­in,” he said.




    Has­sam’s eyes opened a frac­tion of an inch. “Hero­in?”




    “In the cof­fee.”




    Mrs. Has­sam gave out a ter­ri­fy­ing yell. “A drunk­ard and a thief, and now my worth­less

    hus­band is a drug ad­dict as well!” She grabbed Re­mo by both shoul­ders and shook him. “What

    can I do? Help me to do some­thing with this crim­inal be­fore he at­tacks me in lust.”




    “Uh… just a sec­ond, Mrs. Has­sam,” Re­mo said, care­ful­ly re­mov­ing her vise­like

    fin­gers from his shirt.




    “This is ter­ri­ble!”




    Re­mo nod­ded in agree­ment. “Yes, ma’am. Very bad. I’d say you were in great dan­ger right

    now.”




    “Oh,” she gasped, back­ing away a step.




    “If I were you, I’d go some­where right now where there isn’t any chance that he’ll see or

    hear you. The base­ment ought to do it. Just stay out of dan­ger un­til I can sub­due him.”




    She stole a quick glance at the lit­tle man snor­ing peace­ful­ly on the di­van.




    “Oh, they’re un­pre­dictable in this state, ma’am. You can’t tell what they’ll do next. A

    kit­ten one minute, a tiger the next.”




    Mrs. Has­sam fal­tered back­ward as far as the door­way. “To… the base­ment? Would not my

    bed­room do as well?”




    “I’m afraid that’s not far enough out of the dan­ger zone, ma’am. Quick! I think he’s

    com­ing out of it.”




    With a fi­nal shriek, Mrs. Has­sam ca­reened out of sight.




    Re­mo shook Has­sam awake. “Has­sam. Sheik. Lis­ten to me.”




    “Cof-​fee,” the old man in­toned.




    “No cof­fee. Just tell me where your sup­ply of hero­in is.”




    “You want hero­in?” Has­sam shook his head slow­ly.




    “No good. Cof­fee is much bet­ter. Be­sides, busi­ness is rot­ten.”




    “It doesn’t mat­ter.”




    With an ef­fort, the lit­tle man sat up and looked around war­ily. “Where is Yas­mine? She

    knows noth­ing of my busi­ness ac­tiv­ities.”




    “I sent her to the base­ment.”




    Has­sam stared at him. “Is she dead? Did you kill her, too?”




    “No. She’s all right. I just told her to go, and she went.”




    “Just like that?” His voice was in­cred­ulous.




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said im­pa­tient­ly. “Now where do you keep the stash?”




    Has­sam ap­praised Re­mo with a long, un­fo­cused glance. “I sup­pose you will kill me if I

    don’t tell you.”




    “Worse. I’ll re­lease Yas­mine.”




    “It is on a freighter in Mi­ami Har­bor. The Maid of Mal­lecha is the name of the ship.” He

    spelled it out. “But why do you want hero­in? It is worth­less.”




    “The po­lice will still be in­ter­est­ed.”




    “You are with the po­lice?” Has­sam asked, star­tled.




    “No.”




    “Oh. That is good.”




    “I’m an as­sas­sin.”




    Has­sam looked in­to his eyes for sev­er­al mo­ments. At last he spoke. “Cof-​fee,” he

    said.




    “Re­lax.”




    “You are not go­ing to kill me?”




    “No.”




    “Why not?”




    “Don’t press it,” Re­mo said.




    “But what will hap­pen to me?”




    “Jail, prob­ably. And a lot of in­ter­ro­ga­tion by the cops.”




    “Jail? Im­pris­on­ment?” Has­sam moaned. “But that is ter­ri­ble! It is the end of my life.

    Is it not bad enough that I am im­pov­er­ished? A con­vict in the land of the free… oh, it is

    most un­bear­able…”




    “Think of it this way,” Re­mo said. “Jail’s for sin­gles on­ly.”




    Has­sam gaped, his mouth flop­ping open oc­ca­sion­al­ly like a fish. “No Yas­mine?”




    “Not for twen­ty or thir­ty years, any­way.”




    “Twen­ty or thir­ty years.” Has­sam rel­ished the words.




    “Or I could call Yas­mine right now and take you both to an un­chart­ed trop­ical is­land

    where there aren’t any oth­er peo­ple. It’s your choice.”




    “Please,” Has­sam said shak­ily. “Do not even joke about such ideas. I am not a strong man.

    Jail it is.”




    “Deal,” Re­mo said. He rose. Has­sam smiled gen­tly at him. Crook or not, Re­mo thought, he

    liked the guy. Who knew what crimes a wom­an like Yas­mine could drive a man to. “I’m go­ing to

    give you a present,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes?” Has­sam asked po­lite­ly.




    And Re­mo showed him ex­act­ly how to hold his fin­gers when press­ing a cer­tain spot on a

    wom­an’s back.




    “Yes, very good, but what will this do?” Has­sam asked, ex­per­iment­ing with the un­usu­al

    po­si­tion.




    “I’ll let you find out for your­self. Sandy’s go­ing to vis­it you in the pokey. I’ll see to

    it. When she does, you push on the place on her back the way I showed you. She’ll come ev­ery

    vis­it­ing day, I promise.”




    “Very strange,” Has­sam said.




    “So long, Squirt.”


  




  

    Chapter Five




    “Has­sam’s got a freighter full of dope -in Mi­ami Har­bor,” Re­mo told Smith. “The Maid of

    Mal­lecha is the name of the ship. Has­sam’s at home, wait­ing to be picked up.”




    “Again? Re­mo–“




    “That’s just the way it is,” Re­mo said flat­ly. “I’m not go­ing to kill any­one, no mat­ter

    what.”




    Smith sput­tered for a few mo­ments. “All right,” he said fi­nal­ly. “There isn’t time to

    ar­gue. How was Has­sam get­ting the hero­in to the pub­lic?”




    “He wasn’t. He’s broke, like all the oth­er drug deal­ers.”




    “You mean you don’t have a clue?”




    “Oh, I’ve got a clue all right. The stuff’s in cof­fee. I just don’t know how it’s get­ting

    there.”




    “Cof­fee?” A me­chan­ical whirr sound­ed in the back­ground. Smith mum­bled to him­self

    while mak­ing en­tries in­to the com­put­ers. “That would ex­plain the widespread

    pro­lif­er­ation of the drug. But which cof­fee? And how does the hero­in get in­to the

    cof­fee? In the pack­ing stage, or ear­li­er? What city does it orig­inate from? How can one

    deal­er in­fil­trate ev­ery cof­fee op­er­ation in the coun­try? Who has ac­cess to so much

    hero­in? And why would any­one want to do it?”




    “Hell, I don’t know, Smit­ty–“




    “It doesn’t even seem that it would be prof­itable,” Smith ram­bled on, obliv­ious now to

    Re­mo. The back­ground clicks and beeps whipped to a fren­zy, then died away. “None of that

    com­putes,” Smith said weari­ly. “Are you sure it’s cof­fee?”




    “Pret­ty sure.”




    “I’ll have some tests run. Be where I can reach you this evening.”




    It was 7:30 when Re­mo ar­rived back at the mo­tel. The on­ly sound in the place was

    Chi­un’s quill pen scratch­ing fu­ri­ous­ly at a piece of parch­ment.




    “Sor­ry I’m late,” Re­mo said breezi­ly. “What’s for din­ner?”




    The old man’s head lift­ed slow­ly, re­veal­ing a pair of hazel eyes glint­ing with rage.

    The white wisps of hair on top of Chi­un’s head raised and low­ered rhyth­mi­cal­ly with the

    clench­ing of his jaws.




    “Din­ner?” he asked in­no­cent­ly. “One does not eat din­ner in the mid­dle of the night. At

    least civ­ilized peo­ple do not. When a civ­ilized per­son is in­vit­ed by his el­der and

    su­pe­ri­or to dine at a prop­er hour, that per­son ar­rives when he is due. Not two and a half

    hours lat­er.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “It couldn’t be helped.”




    “Of course not. Un­civ­ilized oafs can nev­er pre­vent their true na­ture from re­veal­ing

    it­self. Es­pe­cial­ly white men. It is their ge­net­ic du­ty to be rude and crude.”




    “Okay, okay. I de­serve that. But I’m starv­ing. Isn’t there any duck left?”




    Chi­un tilt­ed his head. “Duck? Of course there is duck.”




    Like a puff of smoke, he seemed to rise off the floor un­aid­ed by mus­cle bone. He walked

    serene­ly in­to the tiny kitch­enette and emerged a mo­ment lat­er hold­ing a plat­ter. The

    plat­ter was heaped with a lumpy black sub­stance.




    “Here is your duck, o prompt one.” With his fin­gers he snapped the plat­ter in two. The

    charred mass clunked on­to the floor.




    “All right, I get the pic­ture. How about the rice? Is there any rice left? I don’t mind if

    it’s cold.”




    “Rice?” The old man padded back in­to the kitch­enette and out again. In his hands was a

    smoke-​black­ened pot, which he up­end­ed over the black­ened duck. A brown pan­cake com­posed

    of hard, crisp gran­ules flew out. “There is your rice, o in­dus­tri­ous as­sas­sin who is too

    busy not killing to re­turn for din­ner. Is there any­thing else I may serve you?”




    Re­mo sighed. “No. No thanks, Chi­un. I’ll make some tea.”




    “Tea?” Chi­un asked acid­ly.




    “Wa­ter, then. Don’t wor­ry, I won’t soil any of the plas­tic glass­es here with my

    un­de­serv­ing lips. I’ll just hold my head un­der the faucet and slurp.”




    “Mock­ery. Count on an un­man­nered white lout to make mock of the gra­cious­ness of

    oth­ers,” Chi­un grum­bled.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I know you went to a lot of trou­ble–“




    “Si­lence,” the old Ori­en­tal said, pick­ing up his quill. “I have no time to bandy about

    words with you. My writ­ing now is of ut­most im­por­tance.”




    Re­mo peered over Chi­un’s shoul­der at the parch­ment. On it he saw the Ko­re­an

    char­ac­ters for “lout” and “un­grate­ful.”




    “Writ­ing about me again?”




    “It is the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju that I write. From the time of the first Mas­ter, whose

    vil­lage was so poor that the fish­er­men had to send their ba­bies back to the sea.”




    “Do tell,” Re­mo said, feign­ing in­ter­est in the sto­ry he had heard at least a thou­sand

    times be­fore. “And I’ll bet the Mas­ter hired him­self out as an as­sas­sin to help the

    vil­lage out.”




    “Hmmph. That is just the be­gin­ning. My work fol­lows all the Mas­ters up to and

    in­clud­ing my­self.” He read aloud as he formed the care­ful strokes with his quill. “Chi­un

    was the name of the last Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, with whom the un­bro­ken line end­ed be­cause

    there was no one to suc­ceed him ex­cept for a loutish white per­son who re­fused to prac­tice

    the arts of Sinan­ju which are taught to but a hand­ful of be­ings in the whole of his­to­ry,

    an un­grate­ful wretch who did not even pos­sess the man­ners to ar­rive on time for din­ner.

    See­ing the qualti­ties of lead­er­ship sore­ly lack­ing in his pupil, the Mas­ter was forced

    to tell the peo­ple of Sinan­ju that there would be no fur­ther Mas­ter af­ter him.”




    “And cut off the sub­marines full of gold bul­lion that Smit­ty sends Sinan­ju ev­ery year

    so that no­body in town ev­er has to work a day in his life? Oh, the vil­lagers’ll love you for

    that.”




    With­out chang­ing ex­pres­sion, Chi­un drew a line through the last sen­tence and

    scrib­bled an­oth­er. “Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who in the twi­light of his years, at last

    found a pupil wor­thy of his kind­ness and good­will. A pupil of prop­er col­or,” he

    re­cit­ed.




    “So you’re writ­ing me off, is that it? Send­ing me to the un­em­ploy­ment line with­out

    din­ner.”




    “And lo, the loutish white per­son, af­ter a long search, found em­ploy­ment suit­able to

    his char­ac­ter,” Chi­un orat­ed. “Bit­ing the heads off chick­ens in pub­lic places.”




    “Oh, that’s good, Chi­un. In­sight­ful. Rich prose style.”




    Chi­un con­tin­ued, un­ruf­fled. “Thus did the un­grate­ful pupil learn too late that a

    din­ner in­vi­ta­tion by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was not to be ig­nored.”




    “I said I was sor­ry.”




    “That is what all chick­en-​biters say.”




    The phone rang. “Yeah?” Re­mo said.




    Smith’s voice sound­ed alarmed. “It’s all the cof­fee,” he said. “Ev­ery brand. Ev­ery

    lo­ca­tion. Whole beans in­clud­ed.”




    “Whole beans? But that’s im­pos­si­ble.”




    “The com­put­ers don’t say it’s im­pos­si­ble.”




    “Why not? How do you get hero­in in­to a bean?”




    “I don’t know. But if it were im­pos­si­ble, the Fol­croft com­put­ers would have said so.

    The an­swer is in the beans.”




    “Where does that leave me?”




    “We’re still in the dark, I’m afraid. But you have to start some­where. There’s a cof­fee

    ware­house in Port Hen­ry, about thir­ty miles north­west of where you are. Get there the first

    thing in the morn­ing and find out what you can. If you can’t find any in­for­ma­tion, you’ll

    have to in­ves­ti­gate oth­er ware­hous­es in dif­fer­ent parts of the coun­try. It’s a slow

    pro­cess, but that’s all we can do.”




    “What about the cof­fee al­ready in the stores?”




    “It will all have to be re­called. Of course, as soon as that’s done, the per­pe­tra­tors

    will no doubt halt their op­er­ation.”




    “What are my chances of catch­ing any­one, then?” Re­mo asked.




    The com­put­ers beeped and clicked. “Now that’s im­pos­si­ble,” Smith said.




    Re­mo hung up. “I’ve got to go to a cof­fee ware­house. Want to come along?”




    “I will be quite busy con­duct­ing au­di­tions for my new pupil, thank you,” Chi­un said

    crisply.




    “Fine. That’s just ter­rif­ic. I’m sure you’ll find some­body who’s per­fect in ev­ery

    way.”




    “I will on­ly au­di­tion Ko­re­ans,” Chi­un said. “It will elim­inate the chaff from the

    be­gin­ning.”




    “Okay. But I’ll be home for din­ner to­mor­row night. Hon­est. I’ll even cook.”




    “For both of us?”




    “You and me? Sure.”




    “I mean my­self and my new pupil. We will ex­pect to dine at five o’clock.”




    Re­mo sighed. “All right. If that’s the penance you want, I’ll do it.”




    Chi­un smiled tight­ly and re­sumed his writ­ing. Re­mo left, ate a bowl of tepid rice at a

    Chi­nese restau­rant, and spent the night walk­ing to Port Hen­ry.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    The ware­house was op­er­at­ing at full tilt. Dozens of hus­tling work­ers glis­ten­ing with

    sweat scram­bled around the long, low ce­ment block build­ing, load­ing large burlap bags

    fra­grant with the rick dark scent of cof­fee beans on­to fork­lifts or in­to ship­ping crates.

    Re­mo went di­rect­ly to the small of­fice just in­side the truck en­trance.




    A har­ried-​look­ing man with hands that looked like they were used to rough work was

    frown­ing as he poked a stub­by in­dex fin­ger on­to the keys of an adding ma­chine. Smoke from

    a fat, wor­ry-​chewed cigar steamed around his face like a cur­tain.




    “You the man­ag­er?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yeah.” The man looked up briefly. “Name’s Sloops. You look­ing for work?”




    “Sure am,” Re­mo said.




    Sloops puffed at his cigar hur­ried­ly. “You got it.”




    He rose, shov­ing a piece of pa­per to­ward Re­mo. “Put down your name and stuff there, so

    we can pay you. And make it fast. We got more work than we know what to do with.”




    “Busi­ness looks good around here,” Re­mo said con­ver­sa­tion­al­ly as he filled in the

    blanks.




    “Nev­er been bet­ter. Strange thing. Peo­ple out of work all over the coun­try, and we’re

    turn­ing over more busi­ness than we can han­dle.” He puffed out a lit­tle laugh. “Well, I

    ain’t com­plain­ing. I guess cof­fee’s the on­ly thing peo­ple can af­ford to drink these

    days.”




    “When did the boom start?”




    “Oh, I dun­no, not too long ago.” Sloops stood and smoked for a few min­utes, ru­mi­nat­ing.

    Then he spoke soft­ly, as if to him­self. “Last Thurs­day.”




    “What hap­pened last Thurs­day?”




    The smoke from his cigar rose in thick curls. “I just re­mem­bered, Thurs­day was the first

    crazy day we had here. It start­ed right af­ter the new beans came.”




    “What new beans?”




    Sloops puffed in si­lence for a few more mo­ments, then turned ir­ri­ta­bly to­ward Re­mo.

    “What’s it to you, what beans? You want work or not?”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “I was on­ly–“




    “Then quit jaw­ing so much. That thing filled out?” He snatched the form away and scanned

    it. “What’s this crap? Un­der ‘ad­dress’ you have the Hap­py Rest Mo­tel.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “I’ve got to live some­place.”




    With a grunt the man tossed the card on­to his desk and opened the door. “Don’t make no

    dif­fer­ence to me, long as you can do the work.” He ap­praised Re­mo’s thin body as they

    walked to­ward the far end of the ware­house. “No of­fense, but you don’t look that strong,

    kid. You got to be able to lift those hun­dred and fifty-​pound bags.”




    “I’ll do my best, sir.”




    He was put to work be­side a hand­some young man with bulging bi­ceps. The young man looked

    Re­mo over con­de­scend­ing­ly as he hoist­ed up one of the big bags of cof­fee beans. The

    ef­fort made his mus­cles stand out os­ten­ta­tious­ly be­neath the thin straps of his

    wet-​look tank shirt. He hes­itat­ed as the bag was at its zenith, ad­mir­ing the con­tours of

    his own physique.




    “Ty,” he said, sound­ing for all the world as if he’d spent his teen years watch­ing Nel­son

    Ed­dy movies.




    “Tie what?” Re­mo asked.




    The young man tossed the bag on­to the skid they were load­ing and smiled. “That’s me. Ty.

    Stands for Ty­rone.”




    Good, Re­mo thought. A talk­er. It al­ways saved time when peo­ple were will­ing to talk,

    even if they were as dumb as Ty seemed to be.




    “Re­mo,” he said, ex­tend­ing his hand.




    Ty de­clined the hand­shake with a mod­est wave. “Nah. I might hurt you. Some­times I don’t

    know my own strength.”




    “Oh. Thanks for warn­ing me,” Re­mo said.




    “I lift.”




    “So I no­ticed.”




    “Nah, not this crap. This is noth­ing. I lift weights, re­al weights. It’s the on­ly way to

    build up your delts.”




    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Re­mo said, con­trol­ling his move­ments to look as if the cof­fee

    bags re­quired more than one fin­ger to move.




    “You know, you could do some­thing with your­self with a lit­tle work. You got good wrists.

    Put on some weight, work out for maybe a year at a good gym, you could have po­ten­tial.” He

    winked pa­tron­iz­ing­ly at Re­mo be­tween dis­plays of mus­cu­la­ture.




    “Gee, thanks,” Re­mo said.




    “Noth­ing great, of course. But you could be okay.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “Have you been work­ing here long?”




    “Yeah. A while. They’re groom­ing me for man­age­ment here,” he said proud­ly.




    “Then you must know a lot about cof­fee.”




    “Ev­ery­thing,” Ty agreed. “Be­lieve me, there’s no­body here knows more than I do about

    this place. You know why? ‘Cause I make it my busi­ness to know. Per­fec­tion of the body and

    the mind, too, that’s what the Greeks said. You know about the Greeks?”




    “Any par­tic­ular Greeks?”




    “The old Greeks. They be­lieved in body build­ing and think­ing. All at the same time. Not

    the new Greeks, though. The old ones. Most of them are dead now. They built a lot of

    stat­ues.”




    “What hap­pened last Thurs­day?” Re­mo asked.




    “Huh? Oh, Thurs­day. Yeah, it got re­al wild here. Busy. Ten new guys got hired since then.

    Over­time six nights a week. We’ve been mak­ing out good. What’s good for busi­ness is good for

    me, you know?”




    “Did the Greeks say that, too?” Re­mo mut­tered, thud­ding one of the bags on­to a flat

    wood­en square.




    “The Greeks? Nah. They didn’t speak En­glish. They were on­ly in­to for­eign stuff. Hey, did

    I tell you they’re groom­ing me for man­age­ment here? I fill in for Sloops when he can’t make

    it in.”




    “Yeah, yeah,” Re­mo said. “Sloops said some­thing about some new beans.”




    “Damn good thing we had them, too,” Ty said bel­liger­ent­ly. “Sloops al­most chewed my ear

    off when I bought them, but he’s glad now.”




    “You bought them?”




    “Yeah. Well, I’m not sup­posed to buy any­thing, re­al­ly, just kind of mind the store when

    Sloops is sick. He’s got this kid­ney prob­lem or some­thing–“




    “Where’d the beans come from?”




    “Colom­bia. Good beans. The best beans come from Colom­bia. That’s why most Amer­ican blends

    are most­ly Colom­bian beans. Now, you have your African beans, they’re kind of small and

    bit­ter,” he ram­bled pedan­ti­cal­ly. “Then there’s your Ja­maican bean–“




    “Who sold them to you?” Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed.




    “A guy named Brown.”




    “Amer­ican?”




    “Yeah. Said he rep­re­sent­ed a new com­pa­ny, and he’d sell me the beans cheap. Sort of a

    get-​ac­quaint­ed dis­count.”




    “Did this Brown give you a card?”




    “Sure. ‘George Brown,’ it said. ‘North Amer­ican Cof­fee Com­pa­ny,’ or some­thing like

    that. Which is fun­ny, since cof­fee don’t grow in North Amer­ica. Any­body who knows beans

    from bon­gos could see those beans came from Colom­bia.”




    “Where was the com­pa­ny lo­cat­ed?”




    Ty searched his pock­ets. “I still got the card here some­place.” He ex­tract­ed a fat

    wal­let and leafed leisure­ly through dozens of pho­tographs. “Now this,” he said, point­ing to

    a pic­ture of him­self oiled and strain­ing, “is from the re­gion­als. I took sec­ond. There’s

    one that shows my lats re­al good.”




    “Skip the lats,” Re­mo said. “Where’s the card?”




    “Oh that, yeah,” Ty said, re­mem­ber­ing. He pulled out an em­bossed busi­ness card.




    George Brown




    North Amer­ican Cof­fee Com­pa­ny




    Sax­on­burg, In­di­ana




    “In­di­ana?” Re­mo mused. “There’s no phone num­ber here. No post of­fice box, no street

    ad­dress.”




    “That’s what I mean,” Ty said, chortling. “I fig­ured it was a scam. Hot beans. You know,

    stolen from some oth­er ware­house. It hap­pens all the time in this busi­ness. But I fig­ure,

    who cares? Sat­is­fac­tion guar­an­teed, the man says. We don’t pay a cent if we can’t move the

    beans.”




    “And if you can?”




    “Then he says he’ll come by to col­lect the mon­ey him­self.”




    “Did he?”




    “That’s the fun­ny part. When I told Sloops I bought the beans, he just about wet his pants,

    he was so mad, but what could I do, I says. The deal was too good to pass up. I says, ‘Okay,

    Sloops. If you don’t want the beans, you don’t have to pay for them. The next time this Brown

    fel­la shows up, you just give the beans back to him.’ On­ly Brown nev­er showed up again. Just

    more beans.”




    “What do you mean, more beans?”




    “I mean ship­ments of beans start­ed com­ing in to beat the band. Beans out the gazoo. No

    bills, noth­ing, just beans. Sloops just about had a heart at­tack, what with all the beans

    com­ing in, and no in­voic­es or any­thing to go with them. We were go­ing wild just try­ing to

    keep track of them. And then Thurs­day.”




    “What hap­pened on Thurs­day?”




    “That’s when the or­ders start­ed com­ing in. Or­ders from all over the coun­try. It’s like

    the cof­fee busi­ness went through the roof overnight. Sud­den­ly ev­ery­body want­ed cof­fee.

    Me, I don’t drink the stuff per­son­al­ly. It’s bad for your kid­neys. Look at Sloops. He can’t

    touch the stuff any­more. But the pub­lic sud­den­ly got crazy for cof­fee, you know what I

    mean?”




    Re­mo nod­ded as he load­ed the last bag on­to the skid and mo­tioned for a man on a

    fork­lift to pick it up.




    “At first Sloops wasn’t go­ing to use the new beans,” Ty said, start­ing on an­oth­er skid.

    “He said he didn’t like the whole set­up, what with no bills and all these beans. It was

    al­most as if this George Brown was forc­ing them on us. But the or­ders kept com­ing in so

    fast that we ran out of our reg­ular stock in two days. Sloops called the next clos­est

    ware­house– that’s in Wash­ing­ton, D.C. There are on­ly a hand­ful of cof­fee ware­hous­es in

    the whole coun­try, you know. It’s a lim­it­ed field. Lots of chances for ad­vance­ment, if you

    know what you’re do­ing. It’s like the Ro­mans said. You know who the Ro­mans were?”




    “For­get the Ro­mans,” Re­mo said testi­ly. “What did Sloops call the Wash­ing­ton

    ware­house for?”




    “To see if they’d sell us some beans. Like I said, Sloops didn’t want to use the new beans,

    on ac­count of he thought they was hot.”




    “So did you get more beans from Wash­ing­ton?”




    “Hell, no. They were in the same sit­ua­tion as us. More or­ders than they knew how to fill.

    But they were fill­ing them. You know what with?”




    “George Brown’s beans from In­di­ana,” Re­mo said.




    “You got it, bud­dy.”




    Re­mo load­ed the bags in si­lence, grate­ful that the lo­qua­cious Ty had fi­nal­ly run out

    of con­ver­sa­tion.




    “What’d Sloops do?” Re­mo asked fi­nal­ly, throw­ing a bag on­to a high pile.




    Ty grinned. “He ad­mit­ted I did right in mak­ing the deal on the new beans. That’s all

    we’re ship­ping out now.”




    Star­tled, Re­mo snatched back the bag he had just load­ed. “These are the beans?”




    “All of them. And more com­ing in ev­ery day.”




    A thin line formed across Ty’s brow as his eyes fixed on the 150-pound bag sus­pend­ed

    be­tween Re­mo’s thumb and fore­fin­ger. “How are you do­ing that?” he asked

    sus­pi­cious­ly.




    Re­mo wasn’t pay­ing at­ten­tion. With his left thumb nail, he sliced open the heavy burlap.

    A cas­cade of fra­grant cof­fee beans spilled out.




    “With your thumb,” Ty gasped. “Man, how’d you ev­er get hands like that? You squeeze ten­nis

    balls or some­thing?”




    Re­mo tast­ed one of the beans and quick­ly spat it out. It was ex­act­ly what he was

    look­ing for. “Where do these come from?”




    “Colom­bia, I told you. I knew all along, even be­fore I seen the proof. See, I can spot

    beans–“




    “Where in Colom­bia?” Re­mo yelled.




    Ty walked over to the rows of bags stacked eight deep across the length of the block-​long

    ware­house. “Lemme see,” he said. “There’s a stamp on the first bag of ev­ery ship­ment.

    Colom­bian gov­ern­ment stamp. It gives the lo­ca­tion.”




    He pushed at the stacks. “Sor­ry, bud­dy. There can’t be more than six or sev­en stamped

    bags in the whole place. We’d nev­er find… What the hell are you do­ing?” he whis­pered,

    rub­bing his eyes.




    Re­mo was go­ing through the stacks like a crazed fer­ret. He lift­ed them two at a time,

    scan­ning their fronts and backs, then tossed them over his shoul­ders with ex­act­ly enough

    force so that they rapped light­ly against the op­po­site wall and slid in­to place in high

    piles.




    “Here’s one,” Re­mo said, throw­ing the oth­er bag in his hand ca­su­al­ly on­to the

    skid.




    Ty walked over to him, his gaze still riv­et­ed on the far wall as he count­ed the bags.

    “Thir­ty-​eight, thir­ty-​nine… Mis­ter, you just moved six thou­sand pounds in fif­teen

    sec­onds,” he said, as­ton­ished.




    “Pe­ruvina,” Re­mo read, point­ing to the blur­ry green stamp on the bag. “Is that the

    place?”




    “Yeah,” Ty said, pok­ing a ten­ta­tive fin­ger in­to Re­mo’s un­spec­tac­ular-​look­ing

    fore­arm. “I looked it up. It’s about a hun­dred miles north of Bo­go­ta. Good cof­fee

    coun­try. Must be a pri­vate plan­ta­tion.”




    Sloops’s voice called from near the of­fice at the end of the ware­house. “Hey, Re­mo.” His

    foot­steps clacked slow­ly across the con­crete floor. “I got some bad news. There’s been a

    na­tion­wide re­call of all the cof­fee on the mar­ket. Some tam­per­ing scare. Ev­ery­body

    ex­cept me and Ty’s laid off un­til fur­ther no­tice. You want me to send your wages to the

    Hap­py Rest Mo­tel?”




    “Keep them,” Re­mo said, head­ing to­ward the door.




    “Hey, wait a minute,” Ty called, run­ning af­ter him. “I got to ask you some­thing.”




    “About how I moved the bags so fast?” Re­mo nev­er missed a step.




    “Yeah. How’d you do it? I mean, you’re not even built. You got no delts to speak of. You

    work out with iso­met­rics or some­thing?”




    “Pins,” Re­mo said.




    “Pins?”




    “Ev­ery night I stick a hun­dred pins all over my head.”




    “Ouch.” Ty swal­lowed. “Any spe­cial kind?”




    “Long. With blue tops. They’ve got to be blue. And eat a lot of rot­ten cab­bage. Keeps your

    skull hard.”




    “Sounds like a weird work­out,” Ty said, test­ing his skull for ten­der­ness.




    “It was used by the an­cient Glods. Ev­er heard about the Glods?”




    “Uh, they make stat­ues or some­thing?”




    “That’s the Glods, all right.”




    “Guess they knew what they were do­ing.”




    “Trust the Glods, kid,” Re­mo said, and vault­ed over the ten-​foot-​high fence out of the

    com­pound.




    From the shad­ows, a pair of eyes watched. A pair of legs moved slow­ly to­ward the two men

    who re­mained in the ware­house. A pair of gray-​gloved hands raised a Brown­ing Au­to­mat­ic

    and screwed a large webbed si­lencer over the bar­rel.




    Two small pops sound­ed. Ty and Sloops lay to­geth­er in a heap, the wounds in their

    fore­heads not bleed­ing. The eyes on both the corpses stared in the same di­rec­tion, and the

    ex­pres­sion in them was one of won­der.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Paul “Pap­py” Eisen­stein was an op­ti­mist. Even though his liveli­hood had dis­ap­peared

    from un­der him, he had faith in the fu­ture of Amer­ica. And that fu­ture, he firm­ly

    be­lieved, lay in the hands of the chil­dren in­side the hal­lowed walls of P.S. 109.




    He wait­ed hope­ful­ly, shift­ing his weight from one foot to the oth­er, as the fi­nal bell

    sound­ed in­side the old brick build­ing and the fifth and sixth graders whose class­rooms were

    lo­cat­ed near­est the en­trance poured out, shriek­ing with their usu­al ju­bi­la­tion.




    “Hey, Frankie… Frankie,” he whis­pered hoarse­ly, try­ing to man­age a smile as he shuf­fled

    to­ward a tough-​look­ing twelve-​year-​old. “Got some good stuff. Pana­ma red. Blow your socks

    off.”




    “Get out,” Frankie said lofti­ly. “Mar­ijua­na’s un­cool. No­body smokes reefer these

    days.”




    “Come on, kid. Just an ounce or two. As a fa­vor, for old times’ sake.”




    “I’m not run­ning a char­ity,” Frankie said, hold­ing his fists firm­ly over the

    fifty-​dol­lar al­lowance in his pock­ets.




    “I’ll give you a dis­count,” Pap­py plead­ed. Frankie strut­ted away. Pap­py chased af­ter

    him. “Hey, how about a re­fer­ral, huh? You send over a cou­ple of kids, maybe some bo­zos

    don’t know what’s in, what’s out, and I’ll give you a cut of the ac­tion. What do you say,

    Frankie, huh?”




    The child con­sid­ered. “Nope,” he said with fi­nal­ity, shak­ing his head. “No­body’s

    tubu­lar enough to think mar­ijua­na’s in. Be­sides, cof­fee’s bet­ter. You can mix it with ice

    cream.”




    Pap­py played his trump card. “Oh, yeah? Well, you can for­get about get­ting zonked on

    cof­fee malt­eds, be­cause cof­fee has been re­called. You got that? There ain’t no more

    cof­fee.” He smiled tri­umphant­ly.




    Frankie sneered. “There’s noth­ing sad­der than an old push­er,” he said.




    “Whad­dya mean?”




    “I mean you’re so out of it, you ought to be put out to pas­ture, Pap­py.” He point­ed

    through the wire mesh of the play­ground fence across to the oth­er side.




    Past the see­saws and spring-​mount­ed ducks were a large clus­ter of chil­dren wav­ing

    mon­ey. In the cen­ter of the group was a tall gray-​haired la­dy with glass­es.




    “Who’s that?” Pap­py asked, walk­ing quick­ly to­ward the wom­an.




    “Meet your com­pe­ti­tion,” Frankie said.




    The wom­an was hand­ing out small glas­sine en­velopes filled with brown pow­der and

    ex­chang­ing them for five-​dol­lar bills.




    “Is this any good?” one of the chil­dren asked.




    “Fol­ger’s crys­tals,” the wom­an said, smil­ing sweet­ly. Her eyes crin­kled be­hind her

    bi­fo­cals.




    “You got Maxwell House?” a boy wear­ing cor­duroy pants with a bear on the pock­et asked

    knowl­edge­ably. “My broth­er says Maxwell House is the best.”




    “I’ll have some next week,” the wom­an promised. “And Hills Broth­ers, too.”




    “Oh, boy!”




    The wom­an chucked him gen­tly un­der the chin. “And if you’re will­ing to pay a lit­tle

    more, I’ve got some spe­cial edi­tion A … P Fresh Ground for par­ties. Dy­na­mite.”




    “I’ll take some.”




    “Me, too,” a lit­tle voice squeaked as the grand­moth­er­ly la­dy passed out her

    en­velopes.




    Pap­py shook his head. “I can’t be­lieve it,” he said dis­gust­ed­ly. “Sell­ing nick­el bags

    to schoolkids.”




    “What do you think you were do­ing?” Frankie said, sniff­ing deeply from his en­ve­lope of

    in­stant cof­fee and rub­bing a lit­tle over his gums.




    “I wasn’t deal­ing cof­fee,” Pap­py said, in­dig­nant.




    “They al­ways say that smok­ing pot leads to big­ger things.”




    Pap­py looked care­ful­ly at the old wom­an. “Say, you look fa­mil­iar,” he said.




    The gray-​haired la­dy gave Pap­py a shove. “Buzz off, tur­dbreath. This is my ter­ri­to­ry

    now.”




    “Hey, wait a sec­ond. I’ve been com­ing here for years. So now, I should let you horn in…

    in…” The words dried up in his throat. Pap­py’s eyes stared glass­ily ahead to a point be­yond

    the old la­dy and the chil­dren– at a black Cadil­lac Seville rolling slow­ly down the street.

    And be­yond it, a young man in a T-​shirt walk­ing to­ward him down the side­walk, a man with

    brown hair and brown eyes and thick wrists.




    “Ex­cuse me, I got­ta run,” Pap­py said, twirling abrupt­ly in the oth­er di­rec­tion.




    But the man with the thick wrists seemed to move with­out walk­ing. And be­fore Pap­py,

    run­ning at full speed, reached the cor­ner, he found him­self plas­tered against the

    play­ground fence, his fore­arms and shins wo­ven deft­ly through the fence.




    “Well, Pap­py Eisen­stein,” Re­mo said. “Isn’t this a sur­prise.”




    “Yeah, a reg­ular bar­rel of mon­keys,” Pap­py said. “How’d you find me?”




    “Just luck,” Re­mo said, smil­ing.




    It had been luck. Af­ter leav­ing the ware­house, Re­mo felt that he was be­ing fol­lowed.

    The same black Cadil­lac Seville with dark po­lar­ized win­dows had inched be­hind him for

    eleven ran­dom blocks, pass­ing him on­ly to per­mit what lit­tle traf­fic there was to go by,

    then cir­cled the block and trailed him again. When he’d fi­nal­ly gone up to have a talk with

    the driv­er, the Seville spurt­ed for­ward, slow­ing up on­ly enough to give Re­mo a chance to

    catch up.




    It was a game, Re­mo de­cid­ed. Some rich old lu­natic out for a drive, hav­ing fun with the

    pedes­tri­ans. The game had brought a piece of luck for Re­mo and, seem­ing to sense that the

    cat-​and-​mouse chase was now over, the driv­er gave up and the Seville turned the cor­ner.




    “I want to talk to you,” Re­mo said. “Don’t go away.”




    “Very fun­ny. Ha, ha. I’m laugh­ing,” Pap­py said bit­ter­ly, wig­gling his feet through the

    wire fence.




    The chil­dren were point­ing at Pap­py’s ridicu­lous fig­ure and gig­gling mer­ri­ly. The

    old la­dy bat­ted her eye­lash­es de­mure­ly be­hind her spec­ta­cles.




    “I thank you kind­ly, sir,” she said in a sweet voice. “That de­gen­er­ate was be­gin­ning

    to both­er the lit­tle ones, and as you can see, I’m just a help­less old wid­ow…”




    “…Who push­es dope to ba­bies,” Re­mo fin­ished. With hands mov­ing as fast as birds’ wings,

    he grabbed ev­ery pack­et the chil­dren had and ripped them to shreds, send­ing the cof­fee

    fly­ing on the breeze. Then, with­ut stop­ping, he snatched the roll of five-​dol­lar bills

    from the old la­dy and tore that up, too. Fi­nal­ly he dumped the re­main­ing sup­ply of

    cof­fee from the wom­an’s hand­bag and blew the pow­der out of sight.




    Ev­ery­one ex­cept Pap­py, who wept vol­ubly, was too stunned to re­act. The old la­dy was

    the first to re­cov­er. With a dis­ap­prov­ing “Tut-​tut” she slammed a hairy fist in the

    di­rec­tion of Re­mo’s jaw. He caught the fist, flipped the old la­dy in a 360-de­gree arc, and

    yanked off the mass of gray hair. Be­neath it was a crew cut.




    “Why, hel­lo, Granny,” Re­mo said.




    “Hec­tor Gomez,” Pap­py shout­ed. “I knew it! I knew it! God, you smack push­ers’ll stoop to

    any­thing.”




    Hec­tor shrugged.




    The chil­dren screamed. They screamed even loud­er when Re­mo gave them each a hefty slap

    across the hindquar­ters and sent them rac­ing down the street.




    “You’re wreck­ing my trade,” Hec­tor said rea­son­ably.




    “That’s not all I’m go­ing to wreck.” Re­mo picked the man up by the belt and tossed him

    ef­fort­less­ly over the fence in­to the play­ground. The push­er land­ed on one of the

    spring-​based ducks. The fat steel coils con­tract­ed un­der the big man’s weight, then sprang

    up­ward, pulling him through the air.




    “This I don’t have to watch,” Pap­py said from his po­si­tion on the fence. “I seen it all

    be­fore.”




    “He’s not go­ing to die,” Re­mo said equably. “But he’s nev­er go­ing to be in busi­ness

    again, ei­ther.”




    The splat told Pap­py it was all over. Glanc­ing be­hind him, he caught sight of the man in

    the granny out­fit, who had land­ed head­first on the roof of P.S. 109.




    “That’s what I thought I’d see,” said Pap­py, winc­ing.




    “He’s not dead,” Re­mo in­sist­ed, brush­ing the cof­fee residue off his hands. “If I’d

    thrown him two or three de­grees fur­ther in ei­ther di­rec­tion, I’d have killed him,

    but…”




    Pap­py was star­ing at him with ter­ri­fied eyes.




    Re­mo cleared his throat. “Well, that doesn’t mat­ter,” he said. “I thought you were go­ing

    straight, Pap­py. You promised me.”




    “Yeah, I will. I owe you one.”




    “You still owe me one from the last time I let you live. Ten years ago, re­mem­ber?”




    Pap­py re­mem­bered Re­mo, all right. As if he could ev­er for­get a killer like that. The

    biggest col­lec­tion of drug deal­ers ev­er as­sem­bled, and Re­mo had gone through them like a

    hot knife through but­ter. Fif­teen guys dead in eight sec­onds. And the guys had had guns.

    Re­mo and the old Chi­nese guy with him had used on­ly their hands.




    Pap­py had been no more than a mes­sen­ger then, a harm­less old rum­my whom the boss­es

    al­lowed to be present at the big meet­ings to go out for ice or broads. And so when the

    holo­caust had come, Re­mo let Pap­py go to warn oth­ers in the pro­fes­sion.




    “I tried to get a re­al job,” Pap­py plead­ed. “But I can’t do noth­ing else. To tell the

    truth, I ain’t even much good at this.”




    “Save the sob sto­ry.”




    “All right, al­ready,” Pap­py said, giv­ing up. “So poke out my eye­balls. You want dope,

    you got the wrong guy.”




    “I don’t want dope. I want a con­nec­tion to Colom­bia,” Re­mo said. “Pot smug­glers do

    busi­ness in Colom­bia, I hear.”




    “You still got the wrong guy. Me, I’m a mar­ijua­na deal­er. The last of a dy­ing breed.

    No­body’s fly­ing to Colom­bia for pot any­more. You want to get in­to Colom­bia with­out a

    pass­port, that’s who you see.” He point­ed to Gomez on the school roof. “On­ly he’s in no

    con­di­tion to talk now, smar­tass.” Pap­py straight­ened out his thread­bare coat.




    “What’s he go to Colom­bia for?” Re­mo asked.




    Pap­py rolled his eyes. “For cof­fee, man. You blind or some­thing? The kids all are stoned

    on hero­in au lait. It’s in the cof­fee. Don’t ask me how it gets there, I don’t know hero­in

    from hamhocks, but that’s what the smart push­ers are run­ning these days. Cof­fee.”




    “But cof­fee was just re­called to­day,” Re­mo said. “Up to now, it was le­gal.”




    “You think these guys are id­iots? The big deal­ers, the fat men with their Lin­colns, the

    Mafia types with the ware­hous­es full of horse– they’re los­ing their shirts, just like me.

    We’re out in the cold be­cause we didn’t see what was com­ing. Thought some­body would al­ways

    be buy­ing pot or straight hero­in. But the smart guys, the in­de­pen­dents, they see

    ev­ery­body get­ting zoned out on cof­fee, and what do they think?” Pap­py tapped his

    fore­head, “I’ll tell you what they think. They think, hey, this stuffs too good to be le­gal.

    So nat­ural­ly, it ain’t go­ing to be le­gal for long, get it?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “So last week they start mak­ing their own runs in­to Colom­bia for the cof­fee. Hec­tor and

    his men was go­ing to take off tonight, on­ly you screwed that up good. Un­less you want to

    take his place.”




    “Maybe,” Re­mo said. “How’d you know about Hec­tor’s op­er­ation?”




    Pap­py shrugged. “I found out things here and there. They work out of a DC-3 from End­ley

    Air­port. Hec­tor’s job is to bribe the Colom­bian gov­ern­ment of­fi­cial at the oth­er end.

    Ten thou­sand bucks. I was go­ing to put it to Hec­tor that he should cut me in, and I was

    go­ing to spill the beans on him to John­ny Ar­ca­di, on­ly I guess you wrecked that an­gle,

    too.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    Pap­py gave him a with­er­ing look. “Oh, you haven’t heard? Well, ex­cuse me, but John­ny

    Ar­ca­di’s dead.”




    “What?”




    “Sur­prise, sur­prise.”




    “When?”




    “Yes­ter­day some­time. You ought to know. You killed him. Along with Am­fat Has­sam.”




    Re­mo was stunned. “Has­sam, too?” he said soft­ly.




    “Yeah,” Pap­py said, his face grim. “Has­sam. And his wife. And all them danc­ing girls he

    had hang­ing around. It was on the news. Lis­ten,” he said, putting his arm around Re­mo’s

    shoul­der. “I know it’s none of my busi­ness how you get your rocks off, but maybe you been

    work­ing too hard, you know? I mean, all them dames…”




    “I didn’t kill them,” Re­mo said in a daze. Then he looked up in­to Pap­py’s face,

    re­al­ized he’d al­ready said too much, and pushed him away.




    Pap­py held up his hands. “Okay, okay, I’m not say­ing noth­ing.” He sound­ed scared. “I

    on­ly told you about Hec­tor so’s you’d know I was on your side.” His up­held hands were

    shak­ing vi­olent­ly. “I thought then maybe you wouldn’t kill me, too. Huh? Whad­dya say,

    pal?”




    Re­mo stared at him. Dead. All dead. All the tar­gets he’d spared, and a lot more be­sides.

    How? Who?




    Pap­py Eisen­stein was trem­bling. In his eyes was the look of a man who’d been cor­nered by

    a beast. “Get out of here,” Re­mo said.




    Pap­py backed shak­ily down the side­walk.




    At a pay phone near the school, Re­mo punched through the long rout­ing code to Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium. He hit the but­tons so hard the whole unit threat­ened to come off the wall.




    “Yes?” Smith’s voice at the oth­er end of the line was grim.




    “What’s go­ing on?” Re­mo said.




    The re­ply was ag­itat­ed and sharp. “I’d like to ask you the same ques­tion. There was

    sim­ply no rea­son … Well, what’s done is done. I’ll ex­pect a full ac­count­ing for this

    af­ter the as­sign­ment is over.”




    Re­mo hard­ly heard him. He kept see­ing Pap­py Eisen­stein’s eyes in front of him,

    fright­ened eyes that re­gard­ed him as a killer who couldn’t help killing.




    But he didn’t kill them, he couldn’t have…




    He heard his own voice speak­ing, sound­ing hol­low and far­away. “How’d they die?”




    “The po­lice re­ports list cause of death as sin­gle gun­shot wounds to the head in all

    cas­es.”




    “All of them? Ar­ca­di, Has­sam?” He grit­ted his teeth. “The wom­en, too?”




    “All but one. A twen­ty-​three-​year-​old wom­an named San­dra Hess. A dancer.”




    “Sandy,” Re­mo said, re­mem­ber­ing the pret­ty blonde with the bright eyes.




    “She’s in a co­ma. She’s not ex­pect­ed to come out of it, so at least there won’t be a

    wit­ness.”




    “A wit… God, you cold bas­tard, you think I did it, don’t you.”




    “Has­sam’s four body­guards are dead, too, and the but­ler,” Smith went on me­chan­ical­ly.

    “And two men at the Port Hen­ry ware­house. A man named Ty­rone Bates and the man­ag­er, a Mr.

    Sloops.”




    “Sloops?” Re­mo whis­pered. “He didn’t know any­thing.”




    “Nei­ther did the wom­en at Has­sam’s,” Smith said cold­ly. “Re­mo, do you mean to tell me

    that you know noth­ing about these killings?”




    Re­mo forced him­self to breathe deeply. “I’m on­ly go­ing to say this once,” he said. “I

    didn’t kill any of those peo­ple. Not one. Is that clear?”




    Smith took a long time an­swer­ing. “Yes,” he said at last. “I don’t be­lieve you would find

    it nec­es­sary to sim­ulate gun­shot wounds. It wouldn’t be log­ical.”




    Re­mo tried to col­lect his thoughts. “Two things,” he said. “I’m go­ing to need ten

    thou­sand dol­lars.”




    Smith ex­haled. “I’ll wire it to you. What else?”




    “Do you have any da­ta on a George Brown with the North Amer­ican Cof­fee Com­pa­ny in

    Sax­on­burg, In­di­ana?”




    The Fol­croft com­put­ers whirred. “That doesn’t com­pute as a whole,” Smith said. “But I’ll

    ex­am­ine the el­ements. Why?”




    Re­mo told him about the man who had sold the cof­fee to the Port Hen­ry ware­house with­out

    both­er­ing to col­lect the pay­ment, and about the plan­ta­tion in Pe­ruvina.




    “That may fit in some­where,” Smith said. “But the fact re­mains that ev­ery­one you’ve come

    in con­tact with is dead. Have there been at­tempts on your life?”




    “No,” Re­mo said, be­wil­dered.




    “Then who­ev­er the killer is wants you alive, and ev­ery­one around you dead.”




    “Ev­ery­one… Pap­py.”




    “What did you say?” Smith asked.




    A di­al tone an­swered him.




    Eight blocks away, Pap­py ducked in­to the crum­bling door­way of an aban­doned build­ing

    and wait­ed. Even though the air was warm and he was wear­ing an over­coat, he felt cold. He

    fum­bled in his shirt pock­et for a cigarette, held it shak­ily to his lips, and lit it. He

    puffed fu­ri­ous­ly, look­ing to the right and then the left. When at last the fa­mil­iar black

    Cadil­lac Seville pulled up close to the curb in front of him, he breathed a sigh of re­lief

    and ground the cigarette on the side­walk with his shoe.




    “Thought you’d nev­er get here,” Pap­py said, the sweat pop­ping from his brow. “That guy

    near­ly had me.”




    The hands in­side the gray leather gloves smoothed over one an­oth­er, as if ca­ress­ing

    them­selves. “He’s go­ing to the air­port?”




    Pap­py nod­ded. “Ev­ery­thing went just like you said. Ex­cept for Hec­tor Gomez. Who’d

    think he’d show up?”




    “I did,” the fig­ure in black said.




    The gloved hand slid in­side the lightweight black coat.




    “Five grand,” Pap­py re­mind­ed his con­tact. “You said you’d give me five grand to get him

    to the air­port.”




    “You were go­ing to run away.”




    “I got scared,” Pap­py said, swal­low­ing. “I mean, the guy’s some kind of nut, killing

    ev­ery­body right and left. I just got scared for a sec­ond. Wouldn’t you?”




    “Me? No.”




    Out of the coat slid a .38 Brown­ing with a si­lencer.




    Pap­py’s eyes widened. “You …”




    “Good-​bye, Pap­py.”




    And be­fore Pap­py could scream, the left side of his face blew in­to frag­ments.




    A mob of hor­ri­fied on­look­ers was crowd­ed around an am­bu­lance. Sev­er­al feet away,

    two men in white were lift­ing a stretch­er cov­ered with a white sheet soaked in blood.




    Re­mo thread­ed his way through the crowd to the stretch­er and threw back the sheet.

    Some­one gasped. A man stand­ing near­by threw up vi­olent­ly on­to the crowd. Pap­py’s

    fea­tures were man­gled be­yond recog­ni­tion.




    “Hey, you, get away,” the am­bu­lance at­ten­dant com­mand­ed, shov­ing Reno’s arm away.

    “You know this guy or some­thing? Maybe you’d bet­ter make a state­ment to the po­lice.”




    “No… No,” Re­mo said, back­ing away.




    “Freak­ing ghoul,” the at­ten­dant said, cov­er­ing Pap­py’s re­mains with the sheet.




    Re­mo walked away to­ward the air­port. Pap­py, too. They were all dead, ev­ery one.




    But why? And a big­ger ques­tion: why had Re­mo been left alone?




    On­ly one thing was cer­tain. Some­one, some­one who thought noth­ing of mur­der, was on to

    him. How far did that knowl­edge go? To Chi­un? To Smith? To CURE it­self?




    He made one more phone call out­side the air­port.




    “Chi­un, you can be mad at me lat­er. Just get to Fol­croft and stay with Smit­ty un­til I

    get back to you.”




    “Is the Em­per­or’s life in dan­ger?”




    “I don’t know. But stick with him. I’m scared.”


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    Smith was scared, too. The vague killings through hero­in over­dos­es were rapid­ly turn­ing

    in­to spe­cif­ic mur­ders through bul­lets. And those bul­lets had all been di­rect­ed at

    peo­ple Re­mo had talked to.




    Again and again he fed what lit­tle in­for­ma­tion he had in­to the Fol­croft com­put­ers.

    The mys­te­ri­ous George Brown of the North Amer­ican Cof­fee Com­pa­ny. Does not com­pute.

    Does not com­pute. There was no con­nec­tion be­tween Ar­ca­di, Has­sam, the men at the

    ware­house. And the deaths of Mrs. Has­sam and the oth­er wom­en in res­idence at the Has­sam

    man­sion seemed to be com­plete­ly ex­tra­ne­ous.




    On­ly one thing was clear: who­ev­er was be­hind the killings want­ed ab­so­lute­ly no

    wit­ness­es, and that per­son was as ruth­less as they came. But why hadn’t the killer tried to

    elim­inate Re­mo?




    The com­put­ers re­peat­ed their an­swers, the on­ly an­swers pos­si­ble.




    Some­one knew about Re­mo, and want­ed him alive– at least for the mo­ment.




    And that some­one might know about CURE, and want it de­stroyed.




    Cof­fee. Cof­fee was the on­ly thread Smith had to go on.




    At 10:30 in the morn­ing, Smith switched off the com­put­er con­sole, picked up his brown

    fe­do­ra and the at­taché case with its portable tele­phone, di­vest­ed him­self of all his

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion ex­cept for some fal­si­fied cred­it cards and a bo­gus gov­ern­ment

    cre­den­tial from a file in his of­fice con­tain­ing ev­ery type of iden­ti­fi­ca­tion from the

    post of­fice to the White House, and set off for Wash­ing­ton.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith




    Spe­cial In­ves­ti­ga­tor for the Pres­ident




    The fluffy blonde in the out­er of­fice of the As­sis­tant to the Un­der­sec­re­tary of the

    In­te­ri­or in Charge of Reg­ula­tions Con­cern­ing Im­por­ta­tion and Ex­por­ta­tion of

    Agri­cul­tur­al Prod­ucts looked at the card blankly.




    “Er, is this Hugo Don­nel­ly’s of­fice?” Smith queried.




    The blonde’s face was still blank.




    “The As­sis­tant to the Un­der­sec­re­tary–“




    “Oh, Don­nie Boy,” she said, bright­en­ing. “Yeah. He’s my boss. I’m his sec­re­tary.”




    She used Smith’s card to clean be­neath her ma­gen­ta fin­ger­nails. Clear­ly, Smith

    thought, Mr. Don­nel­ly had not se­lect­ed his cler­ical as­sis­tant on the ba­sis of her

    in­ci­sive mind.




    Still, it had tak­en three hours just to see her, let alone her boss. Dur­ing the first hour

    of wait­ing, Smith told him­self that Don­nel­ly’s of­fice was small, and there­fore prob­ably

    swamped with work af­ter the mon­umen­tal cof­fee re­call. The hero­in-​laced cof­fee was a

    ma­jor dis­tur­bance, ma­jor enough to cause the deaths of thou­sands of peo­ple and

    vir­tu­al­ly ru­in a world­wide in­dus­try overnight.




    These things took time, Smith told him­self. When he re­al­ized, well in­to the sec­ond hour

    of wait­ing, that Don­nel­ly was not even in the of­fice, his le­nien­cy be­came strained.

    Ap­par­ent­ly the cri­sis had not been ma­jor enough to bring the man in charge of the re­call

    op­er­ation back from lunch be­fore sun­down.




    Smith’s sense of or­der was ex­treme­ly of­fend­ed. He had been wait­ing in the out­er

    lob­by since 11:30 A.M. The of­fice sec­re­tary was al­ready gone, and had not re­turned un­til

    af­ter three in the af­ter­noon. Hugo Don­nel­ly, the ex­alt­ed as­sis­tant him­self, hadn’t

    even checked in.




    “This like Wa­ter­gate?” the sec­re­tary asked, snap­ping her chew­ing gum as she held

    Smith’s card up to the light.




    “I beg your par­don?”




    “You know.” She screwed up her face pret­ti­ly. “The spe­cial in­ves­ti­ga­tors in

    Wa­ter­gate. They kept try­ing to get the tapes. On­ly Kennedy wouldn’t hand them over.”




    “Nixon,” Smith cor­rect­ed au­to­mat­ical­ly. “The name of the pres­ident at that time was

    Nixon.”




    “Oh, yeah. I re­mem­ber. I was a kid. It was on TV. The hear­ings were al­ways cut­ting in

    on ‘Soul Train.’ “




    “Er, yes, Miss…”




    She ex­tri­cat­ed a wood­en desk plate with her name on it from be­neath a pile of pa­pers

    yel­low­ing with age.




    “De­voe,” she said, dust­ing off the name­plate. There were stick­ers of smile faces

    plas­tered on all four cor­ners. “Dar­cy De­voe. It used to be Lin­da Smith, but I changed it.

    I mean, you’re not go­ing to get no­ticed in a place like Wash­ing­ton with a dopey name like

    Smith, are you, Mr…. uh…” She fum­bled through the rub­ble of her desk top, search­ing for the

    card that had al­ready dis­ap­peared in­to the wreck­age.




    “Smith,” Smith said help­ful­ly.




    “Oh, yeah. Well, what are you in­ves­ti­gat­ing? Don­nie Boy doesn’t keep tapes. He likes

    records.”




    “Records?”




    “Man­to­vani, Lawrence Welk. Creepy stuff. Wan­na hear some?”




    “No, thank you,” Smith said.




    Dar­cy De­voe threw her arms down to her sides in ex­as­per­ation. “Well, what do you want,

    then?”




    “I would pre­fer to take the is­sue up with Mr. Don­nel­ly,” Smith said terse­ly.




    “Suit your­self,” Dar­cy said with an elab­orate ges­ture of res­ig­na­tion. “Want some tea

    or some­thing? We used to have cof­fee, but that’s all over with. It had bugs in it or

    some­thing. We took it all back.”




    “I see,” Smith said, glanc­ing at his watch.




    “Don’t sweat it, hon,” Dar­cy said re­as­sur­ing­ly. “Don­nie Boy’s al­ways late. Just take

    a seat and wait.” She sat down be­hind the moun­tain of crum­pled pa­per on her desk and filed

    her nails.




    Smith am­bled over to a leather-​up­hol­stered so­fa, tried to sit, couldn’t, and stared at

    the sec­ond hand on his watch.




    “Ex­cuse me, but I’ve been sit­ting. For near­ly four hours,” he said tight­ly. “And the

    mat­ter I have to dis­cuss with Mr. Don­nel­ly is most ur­gent.”




    Dar­cy’s face reg­is­tered a va­pid con­cern. “What’s the mat­ter, you get­ting a char­lie

    horse or some­thing?”




    “No, it’s not–“




    “Come here, sweet­ie,” she said, ris­ing and wig­gling her pur­ple-​tipped fin­gers at him.

    “Dar­cy’ll make it all bet­ter.”




    “Er– nev­er mind,” Smith said, back­ing away.




    “Oh, just try me. I’ll bet you’re here about the cof­fee re­call, aren’t you?”




    Smith blinked. “Why, yes, I am. Maybe you can help me with some in­for­ma­tion.”




    Dar­cy looked puz­zled. “Well, I don’t know. We don’t get a lot of that around here.”




    “I thought not,” Smith sighed. “But your de­part­ment is in charge of the cof­fee

    re­call?”




    “Sure,” Dar­cy said, smil­ing bril­liant­ly.




    “And you’ve in­ves­ti­gat­ed all of the cof­fee com­pa­nies that do busi­ness with cof­fee

    plan­ta­tions?”




    Dar­cy stuck a fin­ger in­to her mouth to help her think. “Yeah. Yeah, we did that.”




    “Among those in­ves­ti­ga­tions, did you in­quire in­to a cof­fee com­pa­ny lo­cat­ed in

    Sax­on­burg, In­di­ana?”




    “In­dia? Well, there’s cof­fee in Ja­va. That’s near In­dia, isn’t it?”




    “In­di­ana,” Smith re­peat­ed. “The North Amer­ican Cof­fee Com­pa­ny in Sax­on­burg,

    In­di­ana.”




    Dar­cy shook her head firm­ly. “You must be in the wrong place, mis­ter. We on­ly deal with

    things from oth­er coun­tries. You should be talk­ing to some­body that deals with states. The

    state de­part­ment, maybe.”




    Smith felt him­self trem­bling with ex­as­per­ation. Chi­un was hard to talk to, but Dar­cy

    De­voe could drive a man to in­san­ity. “Now see here, young la­dy,” he said, “I have it on

    good au­thor­ity that some­body is sell­ing Colom­bian cof­fee out of an op­er­ation in

    Sax­on­burg, In­di­ana.”




    “Oh, yeah?” She jut­ted out her chin de­fi­ant­ly. “Well, you see here, smar­ty­pants, if we

    could grow cof­fee in In­di­ana, we wouldn’t have to im­port any­thing. Mr. Don­nel­ly wouldn’t

    even have a job. And you know what that would mean.”




    Smith was dumb­found­ed. “I don’t un­der­stand. What would that mean?”




    “Un­em­ploy­ment,” she trum­pet­ed.




    Smith whin­nied. With great ef­fort, he placed his hat on his head. When he spoke, he kept

    his voice low and aton­al.




    “I will be stay­ing at the Ex­cel­sior Ho­tel. Please ask Mr. Don­nel­ly to call me when he

    re­turns.”




    Dar­cy De­voe gave him her pret­ti­est smile. “I’ll sure do that, Mr…. Mr….” She scram­bled

    once again on her desk.




    “On sec­ond thought, I’ll call him,” Smith said qui­et­ly.




    The Ex­cel­sior Ho­tel was a clean but un­pre­ten­tious ho­tel in a part of Wash­ing­ton

    where politi­cians stayed on­ly to car­ry out assig­na­tions with call girls. There was no

    need, Smith felt, to spend a hun­dred or more dol­lars for a room he would on­ly be us­ing

    un­til Hugo Don­nel­ly re­turned from his leisure­ly lunch.




    He walked the fif­teen blocks. The longer he had to for­get the quag­mire that was the brain

    of Dar­cy De­voe, the bet­ter. The streets sur­round­ing the Ex­cel­sior were teem­ing with

    traf­fic, and the side­walks jammed with shop­pers and out-​of-​work drifters. Pros­ti­tutes in

    their short dress­es and skin-​tight pants were al­ready lin­ing up along­side the build­ings

    for the evening’s trade.




    Next door to the ho­tel, a large build­ing was un­der con­struc­tion, and the blasts from

    the riv­et­ers and ma­chin­ery were al­ready giv­ing Smith a headache. No doubt, he thought

    dri­ly, his room would be on the side of the ho­tel next to the con­struc­tion. It was the law

    of the city: What­ev­er had to be done would be car­ried out in the most noisy, ob­struc­tive,

    waste­ful, and com­pli­cat­ed man­ner pos­si­ble. He longed to be back in up­state New York,

    with its small-​town or­der, its clean­li­ness, its liv­able space.




    A roar from the con­struc­tion star­tled him out of his rever­ie. He was jos­tled by a crowd

    of chat­ter­ing mid­dle-​aged ladies load­ed down with pack­ages and enor­mous hand­bags,

    fol­lowed by a gang of ghet­to toughs en­gaged in a bat­tle of du­el­ing ra­dios.




    Don­nel­ly, you ass, he thought weari­ly. He chas­tised him­self for his im­pul­sive­ness in

    com­ing to Wash­ing­ton. He could have ac­com­plished twice as much back at Fol­croft at the

    con­trols of the com­put­ers.




    Then, amid the din and scuf­fle, no more than fifty feet from the main en­trance to the

    ho­tel, he felt a pain in his side so ter­ri­ble that he felt his knees buck­ling.




    Heart at­tack? Was it his heart? Sud­den ap­pen­dici­tis? Had he been mugged? He couldn’t

    tell. All he could hear were the pneu­mat­ic drills on the build­ing next door and the strains

    of “Boo­gie All Night” from a pass­ing ra­dio.




    “Oh… my,” he said, more sur­prised than hurt. Some­body shoved him and called him a

    drunk.




    Smith’s hand went to his side, where the throb­bing pain was send­ing waves of numb­ness

    to­ward his arms and legs. Hot wet­ness oozed be­tween his fin­gers. He pulled his hand away,

    slow­ly, so slow­ly it seemed. Bright droplets of blood fell from it on­to the side­walk in a

    zigzag pat­tern.




    “Shot,” he whis­pered, sink­ing to the side­walk.




    With the im­ages of the city blur­ring in­to pale, form­less col­ors, he felt the far­away

    sen­sa­tion of a gloved hand clasp­ing the han­dle of his at­taché case. He turned his head

    slow­ly. The glove was gray.




    With no ef­fort, the hand in­side the glove re­leased Smith’s fin­gers from the han­dle of

    the case and slow­ly moved away with it. Be­neath him was a spread­ing pool of blood. Smith

    felt his flesh fall in­to the sticky flu­id. He could smell it, faint­ly metal­lic, his life. A

    wom­an screamed.




    Smith’s lips formed one word, “CURE,” that no one heard. A pass­ing ra­dio an­nounced the

    weath­er.


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    The pi­lot of the DC-3 was a man in his fifties with the lined, hag­gard face of the

    pro­fes­sion­al pi­lot and semipro booz­er. Not a dop­er, Re­mo was cer­tain. Prob­ably in it

    for the mon­ey.




    The oth­er man on the crew was thin and wiry, with a sus­pi­cious, weasel­ly look about him.

    Small-​time hood, Re­mo guessed.




    “I’m Gomez’s re­place­ment,” Re­mo said, get­ting in­to the cock­pit. No one seemed to care

    much who he was. The weasel­ly man nod­ded.




    “You got the mon­ey?”




    “Ten thou­sand,” Re­mo said.




    “Half of it’s for us.”




    Re­mo didn’t ar­gue. He count­ed out the bills as the cap­tain revved up the en­gines. The

    weasel­ly man snatched the mon­ey and re­count­ed it. No one spoke un­til they were over the

    Gulf of Hon­duras.




    “We’ll be in Colom­bia in un­der an hour,” the thin man said, pulling out a flask and

    drink­ing deeply. The fumes from his breath in­stant­ly filled the cab­in. “Fly­ing al­ways

    makes me jumpy.” He took an­oth­er drink. “What’s your name?”




    “Re­mo.”




    The man drank again. The al­co­hol seemed to loosen him up to a kind of seedy

    con­vivi­al­ity. “This is Thomp­son,” he said, in­di­cat­ing the pi­lot. “He got kicked out of

    the air­lines for hit­ting the sauce.” He cack­led cru­el­ly, pok­ing the pi­lot in the ribs.

    “Hey, Thomp­son, want a snort?”




    “Get away from me,” the pi­lot growled. His eyes re­mained fixed ahead, out the win­dow and

    on his in­stru­ments, as if he didn’t want to soil them by look­ing at his part­ner.




    “Thomp­son don’t like this busi­ness.”




    “I don’t know your busi­ness,” the pi­lot snapped, “and I don’t want to.”




    The thin man gave a lit­tle snort and lit a cigarette. He tossed the used match on­to the

    pi­lot’s lap. “Miss them fat pay­checks and all the juicy stewies, dontcha?”




    The pi­lot picked up the match and threw it to the floor.




    “Who are you?” Re­mo asked, try­ing to break the ten­sion.




    “I ask the ques­tions around here,” the weasel­ly man said, turn­ing around in his seat so

    vi­olent­ly that the whiskey in­side his flask sloshed over the seat.




    “Suit your­self.”




    The an­swer seemed sat­is­fac­to­ry. “Bel­loc,” the thin man grunt­ed. “My name’s Bel­loc.

    Mr. Bel­loc to you.” He took an­oth­er drink. “Scared, ain’t you?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” Re­mo said.




    “Hey, big brave pret­ty boy.” Bel­loc’s eyes ap­praised Re­mo the way old-​timers in prison,

    the ones who’ve sliced up enough in­mates to rate an ex­tra car­ton of smokes a week, looked at

    new meat. Ex-​con, Re­mo was sure of it. And not enough go­ing for him up­stairs to

    mas­ter­mind any plan in­volv­ing a plane and an un­will­ing pi­lot.




    “It took a lot of brains to fig­ure out that the hero­in was in the cof­fee,” Re­mo said,

    feel­ing Bel­loc out. “You must be a pret­ty smart guy to know the cof­fee would be

    re­called.”




    Bel­loc smiled.




    “Smug­gling’s the on­ly way to make any re­al mon­ey these days,” Re­mo said breezi­ly.




    Bel­loc’s smile broke in­to a de­ri­sive laugh. The ash on his cigarette rolled down the

    front of his shirt. “Bull­shit,” he said. He point­ed at Re­mo. “That’s what you are, pure

    bull­shit. You nev­er done a dope run in your life. You ain’t the type.” He took a long

    swal­low that drib­bled on­to his chin. “Just like she said–“




    “Shut up,” Thomp­son said.




    Bel­loc sucked on his flask gloomi­ly.




    “She?”




    “Shaddup,” Bel­loc said, shov­ing Re­mo back in the rear seat.




    “You said she.”




    Bel­loc’s face twist­ed in­to a lop­sid­ed grin. “Hey, ba­by, you got it wrong. What I said

    was shut up.” He pro­duced a re­volver from be­neath his seat and point­ed it straight at

    Re­mo’s face.




    “Get rid of that, Bel­loc,” the pi­lot said.




    “Aw, dry up. What dif­fer­ence does it make, any­how? You,” he com­mand­ed Re­mo, jut­ting

    the gun’s bar­rel for­ward. “Give over the oth­er five thou­sand.”




    “I thought this mon­ey was to bribe some kind of Colom­bian of­fi­cial when we land­ed.”




    Bel­loc chuck­led. “Well, I guess you’re go­ing to have to think of an­oth­er way to bribe

    him, won’t you?”




    Re­mo looked out the win­dow. It didn’t mat­ter to him if he kept the mon­ey or not. What

    did mat­ter was if the psy­chopath in front of him dis­charged a re­volver in a small plane at

    high al­ti­tude. He hand­ed over the mon­ey. He would get the gun away from Bel­loc lat­er,

    when they were near­er to Pe­ruvina. What mat­tered now was a smooth flight and a quick

    one.




    “That’s bet­ter,” Bel­loc said, tak­ing the cash. “Nice and co­op­er­ative. That’s how we

    like our pas­sen­gers.” He took an­oth­er drink. Drops of sweat formed on his up­per lip. “How

    much longer?” he asked Thomp­son.




    The pi­lot didn’t an­swer.




    Bel­loc shift­ed the bar­rel of the gun vi­olent­ly to Thomp­son’s head. “I said, how much

    longer?”




    “Get that away from me,” the pi­lot said cold­ly. “You can’t fly this plane.”




    “Nei­ther can you, if you’re dead.”




    “Crazy son of a bitch,” Thomp­son whis­pered. “There’s Pe­ruvina.” He point­ed to a green

    area be­yond some trees. “I’ve al­ready start­ed the de­scent.”




    A huge out­crop­ping of rock tow­ered above the green­ery. On the very top of the rock

    rest­ed a pala­tial ha­cien­da. Be­side the sprawl­ing res­idence squat­ted a large, opaque

    white dome.




    “What’s that?” Re­mo asked.




    “Shut your face,” Bel­loc said, point­ing the re­volver back at Re­mo. “It’s time you and me

    had a talk. That means I talk, you lis­ten. Got it?” He wiped his mouth with the back of his

    hand.




    “I lis­ten bet­ter with­out a gun in my face,” Re­mo said.




    “Tough.” He drained the flask and tossed it away with a clat­ter. ” ‘Cause that’s where it’s

    go­ing to stay. Re­mem­ber your bud­dy Pap­py Eisen­stein?”




    “Just keep your mouth shut, Bel­loc,” the pi­lot said. “You’ve talked too much

    al­ready.”




    “How do you know?” Bel­loc shout­ed. “You don’t know noth­ing.”




    “That’s how I want to keep it. I’m sure as hell not get­ting killed be­cause you couldn’t

    keep your trap shut.”




    “Shit,” Bel­loc said mis­er­ably. “It don’t make no dif­fer­ence what I tell him. The

    twerp’s go­ing to die any­way.”




    For the first time, Thomp­son looked Bel­loc straight in the face. His ex­pres­sion was one

    of hor­ror.




    Bel­loc found it amus­ing. “Oh. Beg your par­don. You’re just the’ pi­lot, like you say. You

    don’t know noth­ing.”




    “I didn’t know you were go­ing to kill a man.”




    “You go­ing to do some­thing about it?” Bel­loc point­ed the gun at Thomp­son. It was a

    slow, de­lib­er­ate ges­ture. Shak­ily Thomp­son faced front, grip­ping the steer­ing

    col­umn.




    “That’s bet­ter, fly­boy.”




    “What about Pap­py?” Re­mo was get­ting im­pa­tient.




    “He set you up, jerk. Look, I don’t know who you are, but I know you’re some kind of fed.

    And you must be pret­ty hot stuff, too, ’cause the per­son who wants you dead ain’t tak­ing no

    chances.” He squint­ed through the sight of the re­volver. “A bul­let in the head in the

    mid­dle of Colom­bia.”




    “In the mid­dle of Pe­ruvina, you mean,” Re­mo said. “A nice pri­vate buri­al on pri­vate

    prop­er­ty. No body, no ex­pla­na­tions.”




    “You catch on fast, pret­ty boy.” Bel­loc’s in­dex fin­ger pulled al­most im­per­cep­ti­bly

    on the trig­ger. As he did, Re­mo lashed out with his left hand and, at the pre­cise mo­ment

    when the bul­let be­gan its spi­ral­ing tra­jec­to­ry through the bar­rel, he clasped his hand

    over Bel­loc’s and squeezed it around the length of the re­volver. The heat from the trapped

    bul­let fused the gun in­to a hot met­al ball that burned Bel­loc’s fin­gers to the bone.




    Bel­loc screamed, try­ing to shake the blob of molten met­al from his black­ened hand.




    “Now I’m go­ing to ask the ques­tions,” Re­mo said. “Start­ing with who ’she’ is.”




    But a ter­ri­ble scrap­ing rat­tle of met­al re­ver­ber­at­ed through the plane. A black

    screen of smoke poured out of the en­gines. Red lights glowed on the in­stru­ment pan­el.




    “What– what is it?” Bel­loc shrieked.




    “En­gines on fire, both of them,” the pi­lot mut­tered, strug­gling with the con­trols. The

    plane whis­tled as it ca­reened down­ward to­ward the hills 12,000 feet be­low.




    “Who’s ’she’?” Re­mo re­peat­ed, grab­bing Bel­loc by the throat. Bel­loc on­ly sobbed and

    hacked as the smoke filled the cock­pit and the front of the wind­screen burst in­to a wall of

    yel­low flame.




    Re­mo turned to the pi­lot. “What do you know about this?”




    Thomp­son’s mouth was set. “Mis­ter, all I know is that this plane’s been sab­otaged. If I

    knew who did it, be­lieve me, I’d tell you.”




    “Who’s ’she’?”




    “I nev­er talked to her. Some wom­an gave Bel­loc his in­struc­tions over the phone. I

    didn’t know they in­clud­ed you.” He made a fi­nal des­per­ate thrust on the con­trols. “Can’t

    make it. Get the ‘chutes from the back.”




    Bel­loc scram­bled over Re­mo to­ward the back of the plane, weav­ing crazi­ly with the

    craft’s er­rat­ic move­ment.




    “They’re gone!” he screamed. “The parachutes are gone. The bitch! She did it. She want­ed us

    all dead!”




    The pi­lot sat back and ex­haled deeply. “Noth­ing more I can do,” he said.




    “The bitch!” Bel­loc raged. He was like a crazy man, be­yond com­pre­hen­sion, run­ning

    through the fuse­lage as if he were on fire. “The mur­der­ing lit­tle bitch!”




    Re­mo grasped the door by the hinges and ripped it off. A sheet of flames roared in. The

    pi­lot looked over in­cu­ri­ous­ly.




    “He’s no use,” Re­mo said, nod­ding his head to­ward Bel­loc. “But you’re com­ing with

    me.”




    Thomp­son was stone faced. “Are you plan­ning to get me down there in one piece?”




    “No guar­an­tees,” Re­mo said. “You turn­ing down the of­fer?”




    The pi­lot un­buck­led his safe­ty belt. “Guess jump­ing’s an eas­ier way to die than

    burn­ing.”




    Hold­ing the pi­lot around the chest, Re­mo made a wide som­er­sault clear of the flames

    lap­ping at the plane. Fif­teen sec­onds lat­er, the plane ex­plod­ed in midair. A fly­ing

    piece of met­al struck Thomp­son in the chest. He cried out, and his head snapped back.




    For a mo­ment, Re­mo stared at the stream­ing wound in the man’s chest, the blood fly­ing

    in­to the air in spurt­ing jets as the two men fell. If it weren’t for the pro­tec­tion of

    Thomp­son’s body, the met­al would have hit Re­mo.




    Isn’t fate the damnedest thing, Re­mo thought as he float­ed in his free fall with

    Thomp­son’s body ly­ing weight­less in his arms. He had made a de­ci­sion nev­er to kill again,

    and ev­ery­one around him had died. Now here he was, think­ing he was sav­ing a guy’s life, and

    all he man­aged to save was his own. He want­ed to feel re­lief. All he felt was nau­sea.




    He di­rect­ed his de­scent to­ward a cush­ion of trees on the top of a bar­ren hill, turned

    on­to his back to ab­sorb the im­pact, crashed through, then land­ed flat on his feet on the

    down­ward slope and slid slow­ly to the bot­tom. It was as gen­tle as he could make it.




    He felt Thomp­son’s pulse. It was faint, but there. The wound was se­vere, and Thomp­son was

    un­con­scious. Re­mo ex­am­ined him cur­so­ri­ly. Thomp­son wouldn’t live much longer; he’d

    al­ready lost too much blood.




    He had two choic­es. He could kill Thomp­son now, painless­ly, or he could try to patch him

    up with some of the re­gion­al herbs as Chi­un had taught him to do.




    Killing would be the eas­ier way, and prob­ably kinder, too, spar­ing the man from a

    lin­ger­ing and al­most sure­ly painful death. There wasn’t time for doc­tor­ing now. There was

    ajob to do. He didn’t even know the pi­lot. And there was no point in car­ry­ing on the

    pre­tense that he wouldn’t kill any­more. Death fol­lowed him like a shad­ow. Yes, killing the

    man would be eas­ier.




    Re­mo raised Thomp­son’s neck, pre­pared to snap it, then stopped.




    Killing was al­ways eas­ier. There had been so many killings late­ly that it seemed like the

    most com­mon­place thing in the world. If you didn’t like the way some­one looked at you these

    days, you killed him. Want a di­amond ring for your girl? Walk in­to a store and mur­der the

    own­er. Free gas? Just kill the sta­tion at­ten­dant. It’s been done. Don’t like the

    pres­ident? Piece of cake. Boom, prob­lem solved. The easy way.




    The easy way was how Re­mo and CURE had come to be in the first place. Too many peo­ple were

    tak­ing it.




    No, Re­mo de­cid­ed, there had been enough killing. Some­one had some­how found out about

    Re­mo, and so had de­cid­ed– quite ca­su­al­ly, it ap­peared– to kill ev­ery­one around him.

    Easy as pie. Well, at least one of those vic­tims wasn’t go­ing to die any soon­er than he had

    to.




    Re­mo knew it was per­vert­ed think­ing for a pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin, but then, killing

    for a liv­ing made you look at death from a fun­ny per­spec­tive. From in­side out and

    side­ways, the way a ma­gi­cian looks at a deck of cards. Some­times you just got so sick and

    tired of death you want­ed to…




    He didn’t know what he want­ed. That was why he was still an as­sas­sin, whether he ev­er

    killed again or not. And why he was gath­er­ing leaves to stem the bleed­ing of a man he didn’t

    care about much.




    “I don’t think you’re go­ing to live more than an hour,” he said out loud to the

    un­con­scious man.




    An hour. An hour of life.




    Sud­den­ly it all made sense. It wasn’t killing or not killing that was im­por­tant. It was

    know­ing the dif­fer­ence be­tween who was de­cent and who wasn’t. Thomp­son was a de­cent man.

    Re­mo didn’t know him and didn’t care about him, but he un­der­stood that much. An hour of life

    was Re­mo’s gift to a de­cent man.




    Re­mo searched the area for some herbs, made a poul­tice for the wound, then left Thomp­son

    to rest in a shad­ed area near a field of cof­fee plants.




    Af­ter walk­ing a half-​mile or so, he could see, high on a cliff in the dis­tance, the

    large house he had seen from the air. The odd-​look­ing dome was in­vis­ible now, on the oth­er

    side of the ha­cien­da. Be­neath the cliff, in the cof­fee fields, sev­er­al dozen la­bor­ers,

    wear­ing straw hats against the sun, worked.




    At Re­mo’s feet lay a charred arm, ripped from the body at the shoul­der. Melt­ed in­to its

    black­ened fin­gers was some­thing dark that used to be a re­volver.




    Bel­loc.




    And Ar­ca­di. And Has­sam. And the wom­en. Sandy, soon. Ty. Sloops. Prob­ably Thomp­son. Who

    would die next?




    Killing was so easy, af­ter all.


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    A gray-​gloved hand.




    The case.




    The case with the CURE tele­phone, the notes on Ar­ca­di and Has­sam and the oth­ers, the

    name of Hugo Don­nel­ly, Smith’s con­tact in the De­part­ment of the In­te­ri­or, the

    pre­lim­inary print­out re­search on the cof­fee plan­ta­tion in Pe­ruvina. By now, who­ev­er

    took Smith’s at­taché case knew ev­ery­thing there was to know about the in­ves­ti­ga­tion

    in­to the hero­in-​laced cof­fee. And more.




    CURE was com­pro­mised. With­out doubt. The dis­cov­ery of the portable tele­phone with its

    di­rect line to the pres­ident of the Unit­ed States re­vealed more about the il­le­gal na­ture

    of CURE than a thou­sand doc­uments.




    Smith’s head swam. He be­came dim­ly aware of his sur­round­ings, a large room sec­tioned

    off with pan­els of Lu­cite around small white beds. The beds were hooked up to mon­itors and

    all man­ner of sci­ence fic­tion-​type de­vices. Men and wom­en in white pa­trolled the room

    briskly, silent­ly. A hos­pi­tal. In­ten­sive care, prob­ably, Smith thought.




    He him­self was at­tached to a se­ries of tubes and bot­tles sus­pend­ed above him. A

    con­stant beep some­where over his head an­nounced his life func­tions with ev­ery heart­beat.

    An un­com­fort­able ap­pa­ra­tus led in­to his nose.




    Grit­ting his teeth with the pain, he pulled up his hos­pi­tal gown to see the heav­ily

    ban­daged wound on his side. It was a blur of white against his skin. Reach­ing care­ful­ly

    over to the small met­al ta­ble be­side him, he held his breath while he searched for his

    glass­es and put them on. It was a large ban­dage, al­ready be­gin­ning to spot with blood.




    So he had been shot, af­ter all. And the at­tack­er was prob­ably the same man who had

    elim­inat­ed the oth­ers.




    Con­scious­ness drift­ed in and out in waves. His fin­gers were cold; his vi­sion, even with

    his glass­es, was fuzzy. He was, he rea­soned, se­dat­ed to the hilt.




    Had to stay awake. Had to think.




    Us­ing an old trick he learned years be­fore in the OSS, he bit down hard on the in­side of

    his cheek, hard enough to send pain shoot­ing through his head. God knew, he had enough pain

    al­ready, but it wasn’t the sort of at­tack­ing, lo­cal­ized pain he need­ed.




    The trick had worked to keep him alert when he’d been cap­tured and in­ter­ro­gat­ed at a

    Nazi out­post in Danzig, when the en­emy had de­prived him of sleep for five days; and he’d

    nev­er for­got­ten it. Pain made things re­al, kept your ideas clear. He swal­lowed the blood

    and con­cen­trat­ed.




    There was some luck on his side. The pres­ident was out of the coun­try, so the thief

    wouldn’t learn of the di­rect link with the White House for a few days. But there was an­oth­er

    prob­lem, a much big­ger prob­lem: The phone in the stolen at­taché case was an ex­ten­sion of

    the tele­phone in the of­fice at Fol­croft. Who­ev­er had the portable phone had ac­cess to

    ev­ery call in­com­ing to CURE.




    He had to get back to Fol­croft. He had to de­stroy CURE be­fore the thief fig­ured out that

    the U.S. gov­ern­ment op­er­at­ed a se­cret agen­cy that broke ev­ery rule of the

    Con­sti­tu­tion.




    The de­struc­tion of CURE meant Smith’s own death, of course. The se­ries of events lead­ing

    to the dis­so­lu­tion of the or­ga­ni­za­tion had been planned in minute de­tail years be­fore.

    Should CURE be­come com­pro­mised for any rea­son, Smith was to en­gage the self-​de­struct

    mech­anism of the com­put­er banks, then see to his own death. Qui­et­ly, quick­ly, CURE would

    no longer ex­ist.




    It had to be done. Now, be­fore who­ev­er had shot him dis­cov­ered that he was still alive

    and re­turned to fin­ish the job.




    The gray-​gloved hand… There was some­thing about that hand….




    There was no more time to ru­mi­nate about it. It was a hand in a glove that had pulled a

    trig­ger and then tak­en Smith’s at­taché case. Any oth­er de­tails were prob­ably the re­sult

    of the vast num­ber of drugs in Smith’s sys­tem.




    He bit him­self again to keep awake, and watched. The ICU was busy and un­der­staffed. Most

    of the nurs­es were gath­ered in one sec­tion in the far cor­ner of the ward, where an old man

    bleed­ing pro­fuse­ly from the head was be­ing wheeled in. The nor­mal scruti­ny of the staff

    had mo­men­tar­ily ceased. Now was the time.




    Quick­ly, he re­moved the nee­dles from his arms and the tube from his nose. Then,

    strug­gling not to cry out in pain, he slipped from the bed and crawled to the dou­ble doors

    lead­ing from the unit.




    He need­ed clothes. Where was the sup­ply room? Stag­ger­ing, he clutched the slip­pery tile

    wall of the cor­ri­dor and stopped for breath. To his hor­ror, he saw that the wound in his

    side was bleed­ing again and spread­ing a large red stain on his gown. Blind­ly, he pulled

    him­self along the wall, one hand af­ter the oth­er.




    It wasn’t work­ing. Even the pain wasn’t go­ing to keep him on his feet.




    Quick steps clat­tered to­ward him. “What are you do­ing here?” a male voice de­mand­ed.




    Smith opened his eyes slow­ly, try­ing to fo­cus. The man was dressed in white. From his

    neck hung a stetho­scope. He lift­ed Smith’s wrist, where his name tag was. The man looked from

    the name tag to the spread­ing red mark on Smith’s gown.




    “What in hell are you do­ing out here, Mr. Smith?” the doc­tor asked, ap­palled.




    Smith tried to push him away. It was a fee­ble at­tempt.




    “Or­der­ly!” the doc­tor shout­ed.




    “No,” Smith whis­pered. “You don’t un­der­stand.”




    “Or­der­ly!”




    Smith was on­ly vague­ly aware of an­oth­er form rush­ing for­ward. “Please,” he said. “You

    can’t–“




    And then the doc­tor was ly­ing on the floor in the emp­ty cor­ri­dor, and Smith felt

    him­self be­ing lift­ed in­to the air and car­ried out­side in a man­ner so gen­tle that it

    felt as though he was rid­ing a cloud.




    The yel­low shape of a taxi loomed in front of him, and the next mo­ment, it seemed, he was

    in­side, be­ing jos­tled in­to the white uni­form he rec­og­nized as be­long­ing to the doc­tor

    who had stopped him.




    “It is not an at­trac­tive gar­ment, but it does close in the back, o Em­per­or,” Chi­un

    said, vis­ibly em­bar­rassed.




    “How did you find–“




    Chi­un held up a hand. “Con­serve your strength. Suf­fice it to say you are not the on­ly

    man who rests this night in a hos­pi­tal.”




    Smith smiled. “Fol­croft,” he said.




    The vi­sion of the gray-​gloved hand came back to him, weav­ing, dis­tort­ed, as if seen

    from un­der­wa­ter. The small­est hand…




    And then he per­mit­ted the pain­less black­ness of un­con­scious­ness to take over.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    Re­mo made it up the al­most sheer cliff face lead­ing to the Pe­ruvina man­sion in twen­ty

    min­utes. It would have tak­en a moun­tain climber in full gear an hour to make the jour­ney; a

    nor­mal man, three times that. Ob­vi­ous­ly the own­er of the plan­ta­tion didn’t wel­come

    drop-​in vis­itors.




    The view from the top, at the front of the house, was breath­tak­ing. Near­ly 1200 feet

    be­low, the army of la­bor­ers, prod­ded on by a half-​dozen field boss­es, stooped over the

    acres of cof­fee plants. The air was rar­ified and clean.




    West of the cliff, Re­mo could make out the copse of trees where he had left Thomp­son. The

    pi­lot would most like­ly nev­er re­gain con­scious­ness be­fore he died. But if he did, Re­mo

    thought, he would at least be aware of spend­ing his last mo­ments in a beau­ti­ful place with

    good air and the sound of birds singing.




    He walked in­to the house through an open side door. It was mag­nif­icent, the home of a

    king. One wall, made of curved sheet glass, looked di­rect­ly over the cliff, so that from the

    in­side the house ap­peared to be float­ing, base­less, in the sky. The enor­mous room he was

    stand­ing in was rich­ly ap­point­ed with fine, taste­ful fur­ni­ture and works of art of a

    qual­ity and an­tiq­ui­ty usu­al­ly re­served for mu­se­ums.




    Re­mo fol­lowed the long cor­ri­dor lead­ing in­to the in­te­ri­or of the house. The place

    seemed emp­ty. He saw room af­ter room of mag­nif­icent tapestries, price­less col­lec­tions of

    En­glish and Chi­nese porce­lains, an­cient scrolls glit­ter­ing with gold leaf paint­ed by the

    Japanese mas­ters of the eleventh cen­tu­ry. Pe­ruvina was a far cry from Am­fat Has­sam’s

    gaudy fin­ery. Who­ev­er owned the plan­ta­tion ev­ident­ly was ac­cus­tomed to wealth.




    The cor­ri­dor led him in­to a dim­ly lit room redo­lent of old leather. The walls were

    lined with first-​edi­tion vol­umes and schol­ar­ly works in both Span­ish and En­glish.




    Who lived here? Re­mo won­dered as his hand brushed against the pol­ished, rust-​col­ored

    wood of an enor­mous Cuban ma­hogany desk. His foot­falls were silent on the deep gray car­pet.

    Who was the mas­ter of Pe­ruvina?




    “You are look­ing for some­one, señor?” a wom­an’s throaty voice whis­pered from the

    door­way. In the deep si­lence, it sound­ed to Re­mo like the din of can­non. He caught his

    breath.




    She was beau­ti­ful, one of those wom­en you on­ly see in ads for liquor. Five-​foot-​sev­en

    or so, ev­ery inch of it per­fect, with thick curly black hair and green-​blue eyes that got

    hot­ter as she nar­rowed them. Be­neath the eyes there was a nose straight and aris­to­crat­ic

    enough to have been the mas­ter­piece of some Latin plas­tic sur­geon, but some­how Re­mo

    didn’t think so. There was some­thing in the ripe mouth, in the car­riage of her breasts, that

    sug­gest­ed she’d nev­er been less than per­fect, and knew it.




    In her man­icured hands was a pis­tol, a chrome and moth­er of pearl Rohm RG-7 .22

    cal­iber.




    “If I were you, I’d get a bet­ter gun,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh, jes?” She fired. Straight in­to the Shake­speare first fo­lio Re­mo had been stand­ing

    in front of.




    “Jes in­deed,” Re­mo said.




    She smiled. “You are a man of hu­mor, señor. I like that,” she said. “Al­though you are very

    quick. I do not know if I like that so much in a man.” Watch­ing Re­mo, she slow­ly laid down

    the weapon on a small ta­ble. She fold­ed her arms across her chest and ca­ressed her­self

    lan­guid­ly. The move­ment made her breasts swell over the low neck­line of her dress.




    “I am Es­mer­al­da,” she said in a way that made Re­mo’s mouth feel as though he hadn’t

    swal­lowed in days. “Why are you here?”




    He tried to clear his head. She was wear­ing per­fume. Or some­thing. Span­ish Fly, maybe,

    Re­mo thought stupid­ly. Dig­ital­is. Some­thing that made stand­ing seem like the wrong

    po­si­tion for them both to be in.




    “I want to see the own­er of this place.”




    The im­pos­si­bly rich mouth curved more deeply. “Well?” She spread her arms. “How much more

    do you wish to see?”




    “You run Pe­ruvina?”




    “You ex­pect­ed maybe Juan Valdez?”




    He looked at the splen­dor around them. “Alone?”




    “This was my fa­ther’s house be­fore he died,” she said. “Pe­ruvina has be­longed to my

    fam­ily for cen­turies. But I am its last de­scen­dant.”




    She. Bel­loc had tak­en or­ders from a wom­an. But hell, Re­mo thought as Es­mer­al­da

    shim­mied out of the loose gar­ment she was wear­ing, did it have to be this wom­an?




    “The beans,” he said, avert­ing his eyes. It was dif­fi­cult. Her breasts were high and

    full, the nip­ples erect. The skin of her bel­ly was taut and tan, and the place above her long

    legs glis­tened with an­tic­ipa­tion.




    “There’s a drug in the cof­fee beans that comes from Pe­ruvina and nowhere else. It’s

    hero­in. I want to know how you get it in­to the cof­fee.”




    She moved clos­er to him. With each slow step her flanks rip­pled like a leop­ard’s. He had

    nev­er seen any wom­an so un­self-​con­scious about her naked­ness.




    “When I tell you– and I will,” she purred, “you will un­der­stand many things.” She nuz­zled

    his ear. “Per­haps you will be an­gry. Per­haps on­ly in­dif­fer­ent. You will tell your

    gov­ern­ment, whomev­er you work for, or else you will steal the se­cret of the beans for your

    own prof­it. I do not know which.” She ran her sooth­ing, hyp­not­ic hands through his hair and

    down his back as she con­tin­ued to tease him soft­ly with her words. “What I do know is that

    things will be for­ev­er changed be­tween us. We will no longer be strangers. The fire here, in

    our bod­ies, will be cool­er, be­cause we will have spo­ken too much. It will be like the

    mar­riage, yes? With friend­ship but not the mag­ic of first love.”




    She pulled off his shirt and rubbed her­self on him like a cat. Hot, she was. Silky.

    Un­known. Dan­ger­ous. “Let us en­joy each oth­er once, when the mag­ic is strong.”




    It was wrong. Re­mo knew that. There was a dy­ing man in a grove of trees out­side, Re­mo

    was on as­sign­ment, and Es­mer­al­da had prob­ably or­dered the deaths of near­ly a score of

    peo­ple, in­clud­ing his own. Dead wrong. All of his dis­ci­pline fought against it.




    And lost. They sank to­geth­er to the plush car­pet. The fire in­side them both burnt in­to

    in­can­des­cent, un­con­trol­lable flame. Her mouth opened for him.




    A door slammed, bring­ing Es­mer­al­da gasp­ing to at­ten­tion, fol­lowed by the sound of

    heavy foot­falls.




    “Caram­ba, my hus­band,” she squeaked.




    “Come on,” Re­mo grum­bled. “This is like a rot­ten movie.” He strug­gled in­to his clothes.

    “You said you were alone,” he com­plained.




    “No,” she whis­pered ex­cit­ed­ly. “I said I was the last de­scen­dant of my fam­ily. My

    hus­band, he is of an­oth­er fam­ily.”




    “Ter­rif­ic,” Re­mo said. “Fine time for a se­man­tics les­son.”




    “He’ll kill you.”




    “Prob­ably.” Re­mo stag­gered out of the li­brary and down the hall.




    In the foy­er stood a hairy ape of a man with fists like steam rollers and ha­tred in his

    eyes. He re­mind­ed Re­mo of a Latin ver­sion of the In­cred­ible Hulk. One that wasn’t go­ing

    to turn in­to a skin­ny movie ac­tor be­fore his eyes.




    “What do you do with Mrs.?” he bel­lowed.




    “Noth­ing,” Re­mo said mild­ly. “She’s just fine, Mr.–“




    “Why you spy on our beans?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I’d like to talk with you about that. You see–“




    “You talk sheet, meester.”




    “About those beans–“




    “I keel for beans!” he roared as he lunged at Re­mo.




    “And less,” Re­mo said. He dodged a blow that sent a Ming vase crash­ing to the floor.




    Re­mo stalled for time, duck­ing, slid­ing out of the big man’s way for two rea­sons. One,

    he hadn’t known that Es­mer­al­da had a hus­band. If the lunk smash­ing a path to­ward Re­mo

    was the re­al mas­ter of Pe­ruvina, he was the one Re­mo had to talk to. And sec­ond, coitus

    in­ter­rup­tus didn’t make for great fight­ing spir­it. At the very least, his un­com­fort­able

    con­di­tion would af­fect his bal­ance. Or his breath­ing. Or his tim­ing. A mis­take in any of

    those ar­eas could be lethal.




    It was. The big man came for him again, and Re­mo de­flect­ed the blow. Too hard. He knew it

    as soon as his arm be­gan its first down­ward thrust in the spi­ral de­signed to re­pel the

    at­tack­er. No con­trol. He didn’t know whether it had been his bal­ance or his breath­ing or

    his tim­ing that had been off, but as soon as he saw the bulky body of the man jerk from the

    floor, Re­mo knew it was all over. The man’s head struck the wall too fast, too hard. He heard

    the crack of bone, the harsh rat­tle in the man’s throat, saw the red stripe of blood slide

    down the wall be­hind the man’s crushed skull.




    “So much for not killing,” Re­mo mum­bled as he stared, dis­gust­ed, at the body. Smith was

    go­ing to love this. On top of ev­ery­body else who’d been drop­ping dead since this

    god­for­sak­en as­sign­ment be­gan, he’d just si­lenced the per­pe­tra­tor of the biggest drug

    scam in his­to­ry with­out find­ing out how it had been done. Won­der­ful.




    Be­hind him Es­mer­al­da shrieked in a tor­rent of Span­ish.




    “I’m sor­ry,” Re­mo said flat­ly. “I didn’t mean to kill your hus­band, but no hys­ter­ics,

    all right? I can’t han­dle it just now.”




    She burst in­to laugh­ter. He turned to­ward her, in­cred­ulous. “But… but this is not my

    hus­band,” she said be­tween fits of hi­lar­ity. “It is on­ly Manuel, the head field boss. He

    must have seen you com­ing and fol­lowed you here.”




    He stared hard at her. “He’s still dead,” Re­mo ob­served. “You’ve got a hell of a sense of

    hu­mor.”




    “I know it is not good to laugh at the dead,” she said, wip­ing the tears of laugh­ter from

    her eyes. “But I am so re­lieved it was not my hus­band. You see, he is much more dan­ger­ous

    than Manuel. He has weapons, spe­cial weapons–“




    “Hel­lo, Mater.”




    In an arched door­way at the far end of the liv­ing room stood a young man in his ear­ly

    twen­ties. He was a home­ly sort of youth, short and thin, with sal­low skin punc­tu­at­ed

    freely with ac­ne. He wore the kind of Coke-​bot­tle glass­es that en­larged his eyes to the

    size of saucers.




    “Oh,” Es­mer­al­da ex­claimed soft­ly, her smil­ing fea­tures mo­men­tar­ily drop­ping. For

    an in­stant, the heady per­fume she was wear­ing was cam­ou­flaged by an­oth­er odor, acrid and

    wild. Re­mo had smelled fear of­ten enough to rec­og­nize it.




    “Your man­ners, Mater,” the young man in­sist­ed qui­et­ly, not mov­ing from his po­si­tion

    in the door­way. He spoke with­out a trace of Es­mer­al­da’s ac­cent.




    The youth em­anat­ed an eerie calm. Re­mo had the im­pres­sion that he could have stood in

    that door­way all day with­out so much as shift­ing a foot if he want­ed to. His shirt was

    tight­ly but­toned to his neck.




    “Yes, ex­cuse me. Arnold, this is a friend–“




    “Your name?” the young man snapped.




    “Re­mo,” Re­mo said, a lit­tle dis­con­cert­ed.




    Arnold nod­ded.




    Es­mer­al­da con­tin­ued, her smile now marked­ly dif­fer­ent from the easy, sen­su­al

    turn­ing of her lips he had seen ear­li­er. It was too bright, too wood­en. Clear­ly the wom­an

    was scared to death of the young man in the door­way.




    “This is Arnold, my son,” she said, ap­peal­ing to the boy with her eyes.




    Re­mo looked from the pim­ply crea­ture in the door­way to the wom­an be­side him.




    “Step­son,” Arnold cor­rect­ed. A smile, prac­ticed, cold came to his lips. “But we’re still

    a fam­ily, aren’t we, Mater? We have our af­fairs to our­selves.”




    There was a hushed mo­ment. The si­lence weighed a met­ric ton.




    “Don’t we?” the boy re­peat­ed, nev­er rais­ing his voice.




    “Of… course,” Es­mer­al­da fal­tered.




    “Good.” The boy turned and left.




    Re­mo fol­lowed him. In the cor­ri­dor be­hind the arch­way where Arnold had stood was a

    closed door be­side a tele­phone set in the wall. Next to the phone was a large red but­ton.

    Re­mo opened the door. A skele­ton hung in­side. With a shud­der he slammed it.




    “Very fun­ny,” he said. He pressed the red but­ton be­side the phone, but noth­ing

    hap­pened. There was no noise, no sig­nal of any kind. He lift­ed the tele­phone. It was an

    or­di­nary in­stru­ment that gave off on­ly a di­al tone.




    Arnold had van­ished.




    “Where’d he go?” Re­mo asked.




    Es­mer­al­da avoid­ed his eyes. “Oh, Arnold makes his own pas­sage­ways,” she said

    eva­sive­ly. “He is a ge­nius, you know.”




    “At what, de­sign­ing fun­hous­es?” He didn’t like the kid. He didn’t even like the mem­ory

    of him. In the arch­way, Re­mo could still smell him, a sick­ly sweet odor. Prob­ably all the

    starch in his shirt, Re­mo said to him­self.




    “The skele­ton in the clos­et– a ge­nius’s idea of fun, I sup­pose.”




    “I– I will ex­plain,” Es­mer­al­da whis­pered. Her eyes scanned the cor­ners of the house as

    she took his arm. “Let us go back to the li­brary.”




    “He didn’t even men­tion the dead man in the en­trance,” Re­mo said, set­tling in­to an

    over­stuffed chair where Es­mer­al­da placed him.




    “He is a strange boy. That is why he is here, away from his home.”




    “Where is his home?”




    “Shhh,” Es­mer­al­da said, set­tling on Re­mo’s lap. “There is time to talk of Arnold

    lat­er. Let us fin­ish what we have start­ed.”




    “What? Are you kid­ding?”




    She placed her lips on his. Al­most im­me­di­ate­ly the fire in­side him rekin­dled.




    “I sup­pose we’ve got a few min­utes,” Re­mo said, hat­ing him­self.




    He stripped her slow­ly, en­joy­ing ev­ery part of her. The rosy hot glow re­turned, the

    pri­vate mu­sic. On­ly there was a dis­cor­dant note in the mu­sic. It was a tiny metal­lic

    ping that sound­ed some­where deep in the re­cess­es of his mind.




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. No, not his mind. It was some kind of switch, a me­chan­ical de­vice, and

    it was deep in the re­cess­es of the chair.




    He sprang up, drop­ping Es­mer­al­da in a heap on the floor, just as a sparkling steel blade

    shot out of the tuft­ed back of the chair at the ex­act place where Re­mo’s neck had been.




    “What was the idea of that?” Re­mo yelled.




    Es­mer­al­da was ab­ject. “Oh, I am so sor­row­ful. It is one of Arnold’s de­vices. His

    hob­by.”




    “Mur­der? Nice hob­by. Re­leas­es ten­sion, I un­der­stand. Very cre­ative.”




    “Oh, Re­mo.” She backed him to­ward the book­case, her lips quiv­er­ing.




    It was there again. The lit­tle click. “Move aside, la­dy,” he said as a bar­rage of

    bul­lets blast­ed out of a gilt-​bound vol­ume of the Col­lect­ed Works of Mario Var­eas

    Llosa.




    “What else is there in this ar­se­nal?” Re­mo moved quick­ly around the room, bang­ing on

    sur­faces and lis­ten­ing for the re­lease clicks.




    A net of fine ny­lon spiked with ra­zor-​sharp di­amond sliv­ers bal­looned out of the

    ceil­ing. A thin wire sprang from be­hind a Louis XV chair and looped in­to a rapid coil in

    front of it.




    “Noth­ing like a lit­tle stran­gu­la­tion with the evening brandy,” Re­mo said.




    Stand­ing back he opened a cigar hu­mi­dor on the big ma­hogany desk. A white shaft of laser

    light streamed out of it and burned a smok­ing hole in the ceil­ing.




    “Nice,” Re­mo said, clos­ing the lid.




    “Oh, let us get out of here,” Es­mer­al­da cried.




    “What for? You’re the one who set me up here.”




    “No, it’s not true. Just let me–“




    “They said she, you know. The guys on the plane. A wom­an set them up, too. Guess which

    wom­an?”




    “Plane? I know noth­ing of a plane.”




    “And lit­tle Arnie there. Prob­ably some nut you pulled out of the looney bin to keep you in

    ideas in case some­body got past Manuel the Iron Man. Very neat, Es­mer­al­da.”




    “Please,” she plead­ed. Her voice was hoarse, and the fear shone in her eyes. She ges­tured

    with her head to­ward the door­way. Once in the cor­ri­dor, she led Re­mo in­to a short

    cul-​de-​sac in which a sin­gle door stood. Plac­ing her fin­ger over her lips, she opened the

    door and led him in­side. There was a large bed, a bar, and some can­vas­es by Miró.




    “This is my bed­room,” she said.




    “An­oth­er cham­ber of hor­rors, I pre­sume?”




    “No. It is safe here. We can talk. You see, I had to take you in­to the li­brary. Arnold

    would have known if I hadn’t. He would have killed me.”




    “It was you or me, huh?”




    She hung her head. “I am shamed. I was so afraid. But Arnold will think you are dead by

    now.”




    “Oh, I see. He doesn’t check on these mi­nor oc­cur­rences, nat­ural­ly.”




    “No. He is busy with– oth­er things. He will leave you to me.”




    Re­mo felt his heart sink­ing. “You mean you’ve done this be­fore?”




    “Once,” she said soft­ly. “Or twice. Un­less you count–“




    “Oh, glo­ry,” Re­mo said.




    “They were on­ly field hands,” she ex­plained earnest­ly. “Just nosy work­ers who found out

    about the cof­fee and want­ed to black­mail us.”




    Re­mo sighed. “I don’t know why I should be sur­prised,” he said, more to him­self than to

    her. “There are over a dozen peo­ple in Mi­ami whose heads you’ve ven­ti­lat­ed.”




    “I have nev­er been in Mi­ami. And–“




    “Right, right. You’ve nev­er sab­otaged a plane, ei­ther.”




    “I know noth­ing of this plane you keep men­tion­ing. I wish you would ex­plain.”




    “Drop it,” Re­mo said. “It’s time you ex­plained some things to me.” He waved his arms in

    de­spair. “Start any­where.”




    She smiled. “Hokay.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him on­to the blue

    satin bed.




    “Not that.”




    “Just once.”




    “First we talk.”




    She kissed him. “We talk, we kiss. We make love. We do ev­ery­thing the same time. It is

    eco­nom­ical, sí? Like smor­gas­bord.”




    “We talk. Pe­ri­od,” Re­mo said.




    Es­mer­al­da un­dressed.




    “Be­gin­ning with the cof­fee.”




    She strad­dled him. “The cof­fee is made with hero­in. Arnold makes it. It grows here.”




    Cof­fee wasn’t the on­ly thing that was grow­ing, Re­mo no­ticed. He tried to force the

    de­mon urges from him, but Es­mer­al­da was run­ning her lips on him, and her hands were

    tak­ing off his clothes again, and her hips were mov­ing round and slow and hot, so hot he was

    go­ing to burst.




    He turned her over so that she was look­ing up at him, and he groaned once, push­ing deeply

    in­side her. She pant­ed and cried out as she came, once, twice, again, with­out stop­ping, the

    mo­men­tum build­ing, the fire lick­ing him with its heat un­til it con­sumed him and they lay

    to­geth­er, spent. It was a hell of a way to con­duct your­self with some­one you ought to be

    sav­ing democ­ra­cy from, Re­mo thought.




    He got dressed and sat back down be­side her. “That– that doesn’t change any­thing,” he said

    guilti­ly.




    “But it was still won­der­ful, jes?” she an­swered. “You will take me home with you, to

    Amer­ica, jes?”




    “You’d go to jail.”




    “That is all right. It will be bet­ter than this place. I am so afraid here, al­ways so

    afraid. On­ly in this room am I safe. My hus­band has made Arnold promise. He can­not touch my

    room with his tricks.”




    Re­mo lift­ed his head. “Your hus­band? You re­al­ly have a hus­band?”




    “But what do you think?” she asked in­dig­nant­ly. “Do you imag­ine that a wom­an in South

    Amer­ica with the beau­ty of Es­mer­al­da would be an old maid? Of course I have a hus­band.”

    She bounced off the bed proud­ly. “I will make us the drinks. What do you wish?”




    “Wa­ter,” Re­mo said. He sat up on the bed. “Who is he?”




    “Who?”




    “Your hus­band. A Colom­bian?”




    “No, no. He is Arnold’s fa­ther. An Amer­ican, like you.” She stepped from be­hind the bar,

    car­ry­ing the glass­es. “He is a very im­por­tant man in Amer–” She screamed.




    There was no click this time. The floor be­neath the bed just opened up and swal­lowed Re­mo

    whole.




    As he fell, he heard two glass­es thump above him as they hit the car­pet­ed floor.




    “You promised you would not touch my room!” Es­mer­al­da shrieked. “You promised!”




    The bed hit a sur­face that felt like rock, splin­ter­ing the wood­en frame of the bed in a

    crack­le of noise. Re­mo bounced high on the mat­tress, ex­tend­ing him­self as far as he

    could, but he wasn’t able to reach high enough to grasp the bro­ken floor­boards sev­er­al

    sto­ries above him, where Es­mer­al­da’s face gazed down at him in hor­ror.




    “Oh, Dio, what have we done?” she cried. Her words echoed down the nar­row stone-​paved

    col­umn where Re­mo was trapped.




    And then a metal­lic whirr sound­ed above him, and a flat sheet of met­al moved slow­ly to

    cov­er the open­ing at the top of the col­umn.




    Es­mer­al­da’s face dis­ap­peared as the open­ing be­tween them was sealed. There was no

    more light af­ter that, no more sound.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    Smith opened his eyes with dif­fi­cul­ty. He was in an­oth­er hos­pi­tal room, all

    an­ti­sep­tic white. Chi­un stood be­side him.




    “Where are we?” Smith croaked, mo­tion­ing to­ward a wa­ter glass. Chi­un gave him a

    drink.




    “We are at Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Em­per­or, as you re­quest­ed.”




    “Not as a pa­tient!” Smith coughed.




    “Do not be trou­bled. The san­itar­ium staff does not rec­og­nize you. I have made

    in­quiries. They know that the name of their di­rec­tor is Smith, but none has ev­er seen him.

    They feel the elu­sive Dr. Harold Smith has lit­tle to do with the op­er­ation of this wor­thy

    in­sti­tu­tion.”




    “They’re right,” Smith said. “They wouldn’t know my face.”




    “Ex­act­ly. It was for that rea­son that I signed you in un­der a false name.”




    “What name?”




    Chi­un smiled. “A com­mon name. A name so or­di­nary that it will arouse no sus­pi­cion

    what­ev­er. The most widespread of names.”




    “What is it?”




    “Wang.”




    “I see,” Smith said. “Well, be that as it may, I have to get to the of­fice.” He strained to

    pull him­self up, but Chi­un stopped him.




    “No, Em­per­or. You are wound­ed, and you must rest. You are no longer young, and un­like

    me, your body is in a state of de­gen­er­ation, o most un­der­stand­ing and en­light­ened

    be­ing.” He bowed for­mal­ly in apol­ogy.




    “No one knows that bet­ter than I do, Chi­un, but I must re­turn to my of­fice at once.

    There are pro­ce­dures you don’t un­der­stand–“




    Chi­un in­ter­rupt­ed. “While it is pos­si­ble to live as many years as I have and still be

    ig­no­rant of all around one, it is dif­fi­cult.”




    Smith passed a long mo­ment look­ing in­to the ex­pres­sion­less hazel eyes. “Then you

    know?”




    Chi­un spoke soft­ly. “I know that you are not the em­per­or of this land, but of a

    so­ci­ety with­in this land whose se­cre­cy is so nec­es­sary that, rather than risk its

    dis­cov­ery, it would be de­stroyed.”




    Smith re­mained silent, lis­ten­ing.




    “I know that you are part of this so­ci­ety, and that my pupil, Re­mo, is al­so part. I

    be­lieve that you car­ry ev­idence of this so­ci­ety with you in the case that is ev­er in your

    hands. When I found you, you were with­out the case. There­fore, I be­lieve you wish to re­turn

    to your of­fice in or­der to de­stroy your­self.”




    Smith rubbed his eyes tired­ly. “It has to be done,” he said. “You un­der­stood when I first

    hired you to train Re­mo that… that cer­tain steps were to be per­formed if nec­es­sary.”




    Chi­un re­mem­bered. The one com­mand he was obliged to obey was the or­der to kill Re­mo.

    If CURE was de­stroyed, then ev­ery­thing as­so­ci­at­ed with it would have to be elim­inat­ed.

    Smith would oblit­er­ate all the tan­gi­ble ev­idence of the or­ga­ni­za­tion him­self. The

    com­put­ers would burn to the ground in the spe­cial as­bestos-​lined ex­ec­utive of­fices at

    Fol­croft. And a cof­fin in the base­ment of the san­itar­ium had been wait­ing, pre­pared with

    a poi­son cap­sule, for years. Wait­ing for Harold W. Smith.




    But Chi­un had cre­at­ed Re­mo, trans­formed him from a nor­mal man in­to the ex­cep­tion­al

    be­ing he was, and it was Chi­un’s du­ty to de­stroy his cre­ation. Of the three, on­ly Chi­un

    was to live. He was to re­turn to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju in Ko­rea and live out the rest of

    his days in peace. By then, the mas­sacre would be over.




    “I un­der­stand,” Chi­un said. “But you must wait for Re­mo. He may have in­for­ma­tion.

    Per­haps we can re­trieve your case.”




    “Re­mo may not be alive,” Smith said. “Some­one’s been fol­low­ing him, try­ing to kill

    ev­ery­one he’s come in con­tact with, in­clud­ing me. The killer knows about Re­mo.”




    “I al­so know about Re­mo,” Chi­un said cryp­ti­cal­ly. “He is alive.”




    Smith puz­zled the state­ment over in his mind briefly, then gave up. “How?”




    “In the dis­ci­pline of Sinan­ju, the de­vel­op­ment of the body is but a small part. The

    art of my vil­lage is dif­fer­ent from the oth­er so-​called mar­tial arts be­cause in it,

    one’s strength ris­es from with­in. The body, the mind, the spir­it– all are one.”




    Smith stared at him blankly. “Yes?”




    “I would know if Re­mo died, just as I would know if one of my limbs dropped off, or if one

    of my or­gans ceased to func­tion.”




    Smith nod­ded du­bi­ous­ly. “We can’t wait un­til it’s too late,” he said. “CURE can’t risk

    any ex­po­sure. Any what­ev­er.”




    “How late is too late?”




    Smith reached for his spec­ta­cles at his bed­side. Ad­just­ing them, he stud­ied the clock

    whirring qui­et­ly be­side the ta­ble lamp.




    9:42 P.M. It an­noyed Smith to know that the clock was prob­ably in­ac­cu­rate, but he had

    left his watch in the hos­pi­tal room in Wash­ing­ton.




    “It’s be­tween nine and ten o’clock,” he grum­bled. “It may al­ready be too late, if Re­mo

    has tried to call me here. And un­less the thieves are com­plete cretins, by to­mor­row they’ll

    know that the portable phone is hooked up to the pres­ident’s of­fice.”




    “Mid­night, then. We will wait un­til mid­night for Re­mo.”




    “In my of­fice. Not here.”




    “Very well.” Chi­un stretched his long fin­gers to­ward Smith’s neck.




    “What are you do­ing?”




    “Rest, Em­per­or. Your com­mand will be obeyed.”




    Smith didn’t want to sleep. But the old Ori­en­tal’s fin­gers seemed to trig­ger some­thing

    in Smith’s ner­vous sys­tem that sent waves of eu­pho­ria through his brain. Sud­den­ly, there

    was no more need for con­ver­sa­tion. All that mat­tered had al­ready been spo­ken. He felt

    him­self drift­ing off, the thoughts be­gin­ning to jum­ble in his mind. The case. The gloved

    hand. The ter­ri­ble de­struc­tion that was to come.




    When he awoke again, he was in his of­fice, propped up in his chair by pil­lows. Chi­un had

    some­how car­ried him there with­out so much as dis­turb­ing his sleep. But Smith had long

    since ceased to be amazed by the old man’s abil­ities.




    “Are you in dis­com­fort, o Em­per­or?”




    “I’m fine,” Smith said.




    He wait­ed. And while he wait­ed, he could al­most hear death rush­ing to­ward him.




    The dis­ci­pline of Sinan­ju, as Chi­un told Smith, was more than the de­vel­op­ment of the

    body. How much more, he could nev­er ex­plain to any man who not on­ly al­lowed him­self to be

    struck by a bul­let, but whose very ex­is­tence de­pend­ed on the use of a tele­phone.




    Chi­un re­tired to a far cor­ner of the of­fice, as dis­tant from the four com­put­ers as

    pos­si­ble.




    For Smith, the Fol­croft com­put­ers were in­fal­li­ble, pre­cise, per­fect. But for Chi­un,

    they were no more than ma­chines, the em­per­or’s toys, not to be trust­ed. Their ar­ti­fi­cial

    brains, made of tape and wire and droplets of molten met­al, re­volt­ed him. They did not work

    the way that a brain was sup­posed to work. They col­lect­ed in­for­ma­tion and

    re­gur­gi­tat­ed it on com­mand. To Chi­un and all the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju who went be­fore

    him, that was the small­est and most in­signif­icant func­tion of the hu­man mind.




    Chi­un be­lieved that the mind, with its labyrinthine pos­si­bil­ities and awe­some pow­er,

    held the force of the uni­verse. Even or­di­nary minds, the dis­si­pat­ed, ig­no­min­ious minds

    of the fat white peo­ple whom Smith’s ma­chines served, could cre­ate cities out of the air in

    the heat of the desert. They called these cre­ations mi­rages, vi­sions, dreams. They deemed

    them of no con­se­quence and so were un­able to en­ter and ex­plore them.




    In mo­ments of cri­sis, frail young moth­ers were able to lift thou­sands of pounds with

    their bare hands to re­move au­to­mo­biles from the bod­ies of their chil­dren. But they

    dis­count­ed feats like this al­so, say­ing that they were no more than freak oc­cur­rences.

    Some of them claimed proud­ly that they were able to move pen­cils with the pow­er of their

    minds. These were re­gard­ed ei­ther as hu­man odd­ities or as clever char­la­tans.




    Those who ap­proached re­al pow­er were dis­re­gard­ed en­tire­ly. A yo­gi in In­dia dur­ing

    the ear­ly part of the twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry al­lowed him­self to be buried alive for sev­en

    years. He was both in­terred and dis­in­terred be­fore hun­dreds of wit­ness­es from sev­er­al

    coun­tries, in­clud­ing Eng­land and Amer­ica. Yet all but his fol­low­ers scoffed, call­ing

    the yo­gi’s feat, for which he had pre­pared all his life, a hoax.




    With ev­idence of their pow­er all around them, peo­ple still would not be­lieve.




    And Chi­un un­der­stood. Be­cause to be­lieve would be to step in­to the province of the

    im­pos­si­ble, the ir­ra­tional, the un­con­trol­lable. A place where there were no rules, no

    bound­aries, no nat­ural laws. A place of ab­so­lute free­dom. Sinan­ju was not for ev­ery­one,

    be­cause free­dom, with its thou­sand de­mon fears, was not for ev­ery­one. For men like Smith,

    there was safe­ty in bondage. That was why there would al­ways be a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, why

    his ser­vices would al­ways be need­ed, de­spite the great mass of knowl­edge pro­vid­ed by the

    world’s think­ing ma­chines, and why he would al­ways be held as a se­cret, trea­sured thing by

    those who did not un­der­stand, but who ac­cept­ed out of need.




    The need was there now.




    Re­mo was alive. The thread be­tween Chi­un’s mind and his pupil’s was al­most a tan­gi­ble

    thing, like the string of a harp that vi­brates with the small­est breeze. Chi­un had made

    Re­mo, taught him the ar­du­ous dis­ci­pline of Sinan­ju, set him free. And with that free­dom

    had come a link to all things seen and un­seen, a mil­lion slen­der threads con­nect­ing Re­mo

    with the lim­it­less uni­verse, but most strong­ly to Chi­un him­self.




    And so the old man sat cross-​legged in his cor­ner of the room, and cleared his mind of all

    thought, and slowed the work­ings of his body to a state ap­proach­ing death in its still­ness,

    a place where there was nei­ther sight nor sound, and vi­brat­ed the string.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    In the cold stone-​lined col­umn where Re­mo had fall­en, his heart pumped hard­er. The

    pupils of his eyes widened so that he could see ev­ery mark­ing on the stones sur­round­ing

    him, ev­ery fil­ament of moss gath­ered in the damp dark­ness. The mus­cles of his back

    re­laxed to readi­ness.




    He didn’t both­er to think about what his body was prepar­ing for. His mind was his body.

    Deep with­in him, a thread was coil­ing, strength­en­ing, prepar­ing to spring. His thoughts

    void­ed; he felt as if a heavy veil had been flung over his con­scious brain, sub­du­ing it,

    al­low­ing his in­stincts to take over.




    The wall dis­ap­peared. The scent of moss, the cold, gone, all ra­tio­nal­ity, all rea­son,

    van­ished, re­placed by an ur­gen­cy, a ne­ces­si­ty to es­cape that was so strong that ev­ery

    fiber and nerve in­side him, the very skin cov­er­ing him, in­sen­sate as the shell of a sea

    an­imal now, di­rect­ed him to­ward it.




    First, the body curled in­to a tight ball at the far end of the tow­er. The mo­tion was

    smooth and seam­less. The re­tract­ing of the legs, the slow bend­ing of the neck, the arms

    cross­ing in front, the back bent, pli­able, then open­ing, re­leas­ing, un­coil­ing the

    spring, gain­ing mo­men­tum, thrust­ing out un­til his speed was as fast as a bul­let’s and the

    force be­hind it, the pow­er gen­er­at­ed by the in­vis­ible coiled thread in­side his soul, as

    great as a tank’s. He ex­plod­ed through the wall feet first and land­ed stand­ing.




    For sev­er­al sec­onds he re­mained still as his heart slowed down to nor­mal and his

    sens­es re­turned. The wall of the stone col­umn was col­laps­ing, pour­ing gray dust out of

    the hole Re­mo had made while the great slabs of rock fell and broke. The noise came up on him

    slow­ly as his hear­ing re­turned, grow­ing from a muf­fled rum­ble to a shat­ter­ing din.




    His skin warmed; he looked around. He was in a short hall­way. The light­ing was very

    bright. The walls and ceil­ings and floor were cov­ered with white sound­proof tile, lit­tered

    on the far side with small par­ti­cles of rock. His ex­pul­sion from the cham­ber had

    pro­pelled some pieces deep in­to the wall.




    A boul­der jut­ted out of the hole. Oth­ers piled on top of one an­oth­er, fill­ing the gap.

    The noise muf­fled, and then ceased. There was no oth­er sound.




    At the end of the hall­way, on the left-​hand side, was an open door. From it is­sued a

    scent Re­mo rec­og­nized: sick­ly sweet, min­gled with chem­icals. But there were oth­er

    smells, too, be­hind the odor of fall­en lime­stone that per­me­at­ed the cor­ri­dor.

    Some­where there were al­so green plants, and an­oth­er scent as well. Bit­ter. Rich.

    Com­mon­place. Morn­ings, long ago. The bal­let. Smith falling. The ware­house.




    Cof­fee.




    He walked to­ward the room at the end of the hall. It was much larg­er than it would ap­pear

    from the size of the cor­ri­dor, and con­tained a green­house of sorts, bathed in eerie

    ul­tra­vi­olet light. Cof­fee plants in pots lined sev­er­al shelves which stood to the right.

    An­oth­er bank of shelves con­tain­ing wild­ly col­ored flow­er­ing plants stood in rows on the

    left side. Re­mo sniffed them. Their odor was sweet and cloy­ing.




    “Pop­pies,” Arnold said, walk­ing lan­guid­ly to­ward him down the aisle be­tween the two

    banks of shelves. He was wear­ing a white lab coat and rub­ber gloves. In the black light, his

    crater­ous face had lost all of its youth. He looked to Re­mo like a walk­ing ca­dav­er,

    wast­ed and rot­ting. When he smiled, his teeth shone like those in a bare skull.




    “I must say, you do sur­prise me,” he said ge­nial­ly. “My re­verse tow­er was pat­terned

    af­ter the French ‘ou­bli­ettes’ of the twelfth cen­tu­ry.” He ex­tend­ed one hand down the

    aisle, invit­ing Re­mo to lead the way to­ward the back of the room.




    “You first,” Re­mo said.




    “You have a sus­pi­cious na­ture.”




    “Call me neu­rot­ic.”




    Arnold walked leisure­ly, pick­ing off an oc­ca­sion­al brown leaf as he moved among the

    plants, and chat­ting eas­ily. “The term–’oubili­ette,’ I mean– comes from the verb

    ‘ou­bli­er,’ to for­get. Pris­on­ers were dropped in­to these holes and then ig­nored for the

    rest of their lives, which usu­al­ly wasn’t long.” He shook his head. “The ones in France have

    last­ed for cen­turies. I’m afraid my ou­bli­ette just didn’t pass muster.”




    “I’ll call the build­ing in­spec­tor in the morn­ing,” Re­mo said. “What are the pop­pies

    for?”




    “Ah, yes. I for­get that you are un­fa­mil­iar with our op­er­ation here. We have so few

    vis­itors, I’m afraid.”




    “A waste of fine hos­pi­tal­ity.”




    Arnold laughed. “I know. We’re re­al­ly shock­ing­ly rude, my step­moth­er and I. I do

    apol­ogize.”




    “I’ll re­mem­ber how sor­ry you are the next time you try to kill me. Now, about the

    pop­pies.”




    Arnold led him in­to a par­ti­tioned area at the rear of the green­house. The ghost­ly

    ul­tra­vi­olet light was re­placed by large banks of bright flu­ores­cents strung above a

    se­ries of met­al-​topped lab­ora­to­ry ta­bles. On the ta­bles were a num­ber of ob­jects,

    in­clud­ing sev­er­al plants, some bear­ing beans, oth­ers with bright flow­ers. They were all

    slight­ly dif­fer­ent from one an­oth­er. Arnold picked up one of the blos­soms.




    “Pa­paver som­nifer­um,” he said. “The opi­um pop­py.” He set down the plant and picked up a

    tube of some sticky black-​brown ma­te­ri­al. It was about the thick­ness of a stick of

    pep­per­oni. “Opi­um is made from the juice of the im­ma­ture seed cap­sules be­long­ing to

    this plant.” When Arnold moved the tube, the sick­ly sweet odor be­came stronger.




    “Opi­um, in turn, is re­fined in­to mor­phine, a drug that for years was con­sid­ered the

    strongest nar­cot­ic avail­able to medicine.” He picked up a plas­tic bag filled with white

    pow­der, set it down, and lift­ed an­oth­er bag of even more bril­liant white.




    “But then along came hero­in, and even fur­ther re­fine­ment of the com­mon­place opi­um

    pop­py plant. Those who en­joy its sooth­ing ef­fects–“




    “Yeah, yeah,” Re­mo said.




    “For­give me if I am over­sim­pli­fy­ing, but you have come for in­for­ma­tion, haven’t

    you?”




    “About the cof­fee. You can dump the lec­ture on junkies. Thanks to you, there are mil­lions

    of them in the Unit­ed States right now.”




    “And else­where soon, I hope,” Arnold said la­con­ical­ly. He looked up at Re­mo. “Sure­ly

    you didn’t think we were go­ing to stop with the North Amer­ican con­ti­nent? That was just the

    test area. The idea is far too bril­liant to con­tain in one coun­try. No, it be­longs to the

    ages, my cof­fee. Would you like to know how it’s made?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    Smil­ing vague­ly, Arnold pulled one of the cof­fee plants un­der the light on the lab

    ta­ble. Be­side it he placed a large square card­board box, which had rest­ed on a low shelf.

    He opened the box. In­side was a sin­gle daz­zling pur­ple blos­som. Its fra­grance was

    over­pow­er­ing, with ten times the in­ten­si­ty of the oth­er flow­ers in the room.




    “An­oth­er strain of pop­py,” Re­mo said.




    “Quite. Pa­paver som­nifer­um Es­mer­al­da. I’ve named it for my step­moth­er. They tend to

    have the same ef­fect on men.”




    He lift­ed the plant from the box. Its gor­geous petals shrank from the light. “Night

    bloom­ing. Very rare,” Arnold whis­pered.




    “You’ve crossed cof­fee plants with these pop­pies,” Re­mo said.




    “To put it grace­less­ly, yes. Nat­ural­ly, the hy­brid on­ly works with a cer­tain strain

    of Colom­bian cof­fee and this par­tic­ular species of opi­um pop­py, but the cross is

    pos­si­ble. See for your­self.” He took one of the beans from the cof­fee plant and crushed it

    with a mal­let. The frag­ments emit­ted a bit­ter­sweet fra­grance.




    Re­mo tast­ed one of the pieces. “But this is hero­in, not opi­um.”




    “It is opi­um,” Arnold said. “But of such an in­ten­si­ty that fur­ther re­fine­ment is

    un­nec­es­sary. Do you now see why the use of this drug will not be lim­it­ed to your

    coun­try?”




    “It’s your coun­try, too,” Re­mo said.




    Arnold laughed. “How very provin­cial of you.” He placed the flow­er­ing plant back in­side

    its box, then took off the rub­ber gloves and the lab coat he was wear­ing. “Would you care to

    see the plants where they grow? They’re ex­ceed­ing­ly beau­ti­ful.”




    “Not re­al­ly. I’ve seen enough.”




    “I’m afraid I must in­sist we go up­stairs, all the same.” Arnold tapped the crys­tal on his

    watch. “You see, it’s eight min­utes to twelve. It will soon be Es­mer­al­da’s birth­day. I

    wish to help her cel­ebrate it.”




    They walked through the green­house and down the cor­ri­dor, pick­ing their way over the

    fall­en rock and de­tri­tus left by the col­lapse of Arnold’s ou­bli­ette. At the far end,

    Arnold pressed a small but­ton, and the tile wall slid away to re­veal an open el­eva­tor.




    “Clever,” Re­mo said. “This con­nects to the clos­et up­stairs?”




    “Very good,” Arnold an­swered with an ap­prov­ing nod. “My step­moth­er will be so glad to

    see you again. I’m pleased that you man­aged to be friends with her. She gets so lone­ly.”




    “Won­der­ful friend,” Re­mo ob­served. “I sup­pose she had some­thing to do with my falling

    in­to that hole of yours.”




    “What do you think?”




    “I think you’re two peas in a pod. Noth­ing like mur­der to bring a fam­ily to­geth­er.”




    The el­eva­tor door opened im­me­di­ate­ly be­hind the hang­ing skele­ton. “You re­al­ly do

    overem­pha­size that as­pect of things. Mur­der is not our ob­jec­tive in this en­ter­prise.

    Prof­it is. If I may say so, I think you have a ten­den­cy to­ward the mor­bid.” He pushed the

    skele­ton aside. “Ah, there’s my charm­ing Mater now.”




    They walked in­to the liv­ing room. Es­mer­al­da was stand­ing in a cor­ner, look­ing like a

    trapped an­imal. Whether she was afraid of Arnold or of him­self, Re­mo didn’t know, but it was

    clear she was afraid.




    “Come here, Mater dear­est,” Arnold said. “Our vis­itor won’t harm you. I was just go­ing to

    show him the pop­py fields.”




    “You– you told him about the beans?” she asked.




    “Why, of course. You did, didn’t you?”




    “Arnold–“




    “It’s all right.” His voice was soft. “Our se­crets are safe with our friend, aren’t

    they?”




    Es­mer­al­da looked at him for a long mo­ment, her eyes wide. Then she low­ered them and

    nod­ded slow­ly.




    She was on the kid’s side, all right, Re­mo thought. All the talk about be­ing ter­ri­fied

    of Arnold was just a sham. Good old Es­mer­al­da, the best ac­tress in Colom­bia.




    Arnold broke the si­lence. “If you’ll just fol­low me, please.”




    A flight of stairs led them to the roof. It was flat and bare ex­cept for the huge opaque

    dome that Re­mo had seen from the air.




    “What’s that?” he asked.




    Arnold shook at fin­ger at him. “Now, if I told you ev­ery­thing, we wouldn’t have any

    con­ver­sa­tion left for lat­er.”




    “Oh, yes, we would. We could dis­cuss who your fa­ther is, for in­stance.”




    Arnold chuck­led and put his arm around Es­mer­al­da, who was shiv­er­ing. “My, my, we have

    been talkative, haven’t we, Mater?”




    She didn’t an­swer.




    “But to the busi­ness at hand,” Arnold went on. He flipped a switch on the side of the

    out­er wood­en wall of the man­sion, and a thou­sand pow­er­ful spot­lights blinked on to

    re­veal acres of shim­mer­ing, vi­olet-​col­ored flow­ers in the fields far be­low the

    house.




    “Mag­nif­icent, aren’t they? The on­ly ones in ex­is­tence. Their seeds are filled with the

    purest nat­ural va­ri­ety of opi­um known to man. When these blos­soms are crossed with

    Pe­ru­vini­an cof­fee beans, the re­sult is even pur­er than re­fined hero­in.” He in­haled

    deeply. “And you can drink it for break­fast, too.”




    Re­mo wait­ed. The young mad­man had al­ready told him and shown him far too much to let him

    live.




    “Now that I’ve seen your flow­ers, I guess the two of you are go­ing to push me off the

    roof.”




    Arnold shook his head. “Cer­tain­ly not. Af­ter all, if you es­caped from my ou­bli­ette

    with noth­ing but the strength in your limbs, you would most de­cid­ed­ly win in any phys­ical

    strug­gle with me or my step­moth­er.” He con­sult­ed his watch again. “It’s near­ly mid­night.

    Come back down­stairs. We must ush­er in Es­mer­al­da’s birth­day with a toast.”




    With a back­ward glance at the strange opaque dome on the roof, Re­mo fol­lowed the two of

    them back in­to the liv­ing room. Arnold passed glass­es of brandy around.




    “You, Mater, must sit in the place of hon­or while we toast you.” He led her to a small

    set­tee fac­ing the curved glass wall over­look­ing the cliff, and raised his glass.




    Es­mer­al­da cast a glance at Re­mo. “I did not wish to kill you,” she said.




    Re­mo shrugged. “For­get it. Hap­py birth­day.”




    “My sen­ti­ments ex­act­ly,” Arnold said, mov­ing be­hind her. He raised his glass. “A very

    hap­py birth­day to you, Mater. A short life and a mer­ry one.”




    He leaned for­ward slight­ly. Re­mo heard a faint ping, a sick­en­ing, fa­mil­iar sound.




    “Move!” he shout­ed. But it was too late. The drink flew out of Es­mer­al­da’s hand as the

    bot­tom cush­ion of the set­tee sprang out, thrust­ing her like a rock­et to­ward the sheet

    glass wall. Her head broke through the glass, and her body fol­lowed, fly­ing, out in­to the

    emp­ty air. She screamed, a long wail that cas­cad­ed down­ward and died long be­fore the faint

    thud of her body strik­ing the ground sound­ed.




    Arnold fin­ished his drink calm­ly. “She nev­er was a part of the plan, not re­al­ly,” he

    said, his eyes glis­ten­ing with plea­sure as he spoke to Re­mo. “She was far too stupid. But

    rich. Her fam­ily’s for­tune has helped both my fa­ther and me enor­mous­ly. Chee­rio,

    Es­mer­al­da.” He tossed his glass out the bro­ken win­dow af­ter her, then ran across the room

    past the arch­way lead­ing to the clos­et.




    “Oh, no you don’t,” Re­mo said, lung­ing af­ter him.




    He heard the click. He knew that some­thing else was com­ing, a knife, a bul­let, maybe, but

    he had ex­pect­ed it in the cor­ri­dor ahead, in one of Arnold’s pe­cu­liar pas­sage­ways. When

    the midst shot out of the arch­way it­self, cov­er­ing Re­mo with fine droplets, he was more

    an­noyed at him­self for not see­ing it com­ing than both­ered by any dis­com­fort it

    caused.




    It was, af­ter all, on­ly a fine liq­uid spray that light­ly touched his skin and cloth­ing.

    It had no odor. It was not a drug of any sort Re­mo could iden­ti­fy. Yet Arnold stood on­ly a

    few feet away from him, back­ing away slow­ly, and Re­mo couldn’t catch him. With each

    mil­lisec­ond he felt him­self hard­en­ing in­to stone, un­able to move even a mus­cle of his

    face.




    “A plas­tic poly­mer,” Arnold ex­plained help­ful­ly. He strolled past Re­mo, pok­ing him

    gen­tly on his arm. “Very ef­fec­tive, I’d say. I nev­er tried it be­fore on a hu­man, but it

    seems to have done the job nice­ly. You’re as im­mo­bile as Lot’s wife. Ex­cuse me.”




    He picked up the de­canter of brandy, poured him­self an­oth­er glass, and brushed past

    Re­mo again in­to the cor­ri­dor, where he stood be­side the tele­phone with its red but­ton.

    He scru­ti­nized the hu­man stat­ue stand­ing be­side him.




    “You’ll suf­fo­cate, you know. But for all that, you’ll have to die twice.” He sipped at his

    drink. “Frankly, I’m sur­prised you’re still alive. But then you may not be. The poly­mer seals

    the eyes open. The ham­sters and mon­keys I’ve ex­per­iment­ed with re­mained quite life­like

    long af­ter death. A re­al boon for taxi­dermy.”




    He opened the clos­et door and re­moved the skele­ton from it. He took it to the far end of

    the liv­ing room and ar­ranged it be­side the bro­ken glass wall.




    “Cu­ri­ous?” He laughed. “Very well. On the off chance that you’re still alive, I’ll tell

    you what I’m do­ing. The great draw­back of be­ing a crim­inal ge­nius is that one has so

    lit­tle op­por­tu­ni­ty to talk of one’s achieve­ments.”




    He looked at the skele­ton lov­ing­ly for a mo­ment, then took a box of match­es from one of

    the ma­hogany ta­bles and set fire to the draperies.




    “This,” he said, ges­tur­ing to the skele­ton, “is my­self. The den­tal work match­es mine

    ex­act­ly. When the au­thor­ities come to in­ves­ti­gate the fire, they will find three

    bod­ies: poor Es­mer­al­da, who leaped to her death rather than sub­ject her­self to the

    flames, her grief-​strick­en step­son, who per­ished while con­tem­plat­ing the ter­ri­ble fate

    of his beloved “Mater,” and a stranger, per­haps a vis­itor to the house, per­haps the

    ar­son­ist him­self.”




    The flames rose high­er. The pre­cious paint­ings on the walls curled and buck­led. Arnold

    moved away from the heat, past Re­mo in­to the cor­ri­dor.




    “No one will no­tice the flow­ers. They are an un­known species. They, with the beans, are

    far enough be­low to es­cape dam­age from the fire. And my un­der­ground lab­ora­to­ry,

    de­signed against ev­ery con­ceiv­able nat­ural dis­as­ter, will re­main hid­den. On­ly

    Es­mer­al­da’s house and its three oc­cu­pants will van­ish from the earth.” He smiled.

    “There’s more. I’ve thought of ev­ery­thing.”




    His eyes glowed as he told of his plans. “Af­ter a de­cent in­ter­val, there will be a

    buy­er for the prop­er­ty. No, not me, but an­oth­er whom I trust. Some­one, if that is

    pos­si­ble, near­ly as in­tel­li­gent as my­self. This per­son will re­build this house. The

    crops will be har­vest­ed as usu­al, busi­ness will con­tin­ue, and I shall re­turn, name­less

    and free.”




    He loos­ened his tie. “Well, there’s no point in telling you any more. I’m sure you’ve gone

    to your re­ward by now, and the heat, I must say, is be­com­ing op­pres­sive.”




    He lift­ed the tele­phone to his ear and pressed the red but­ton twice in suc­ces­sion.

    “Fa­ther, I’m com­ing,” he said, and hung up. Then he walked in­to the clos­et where the

    skele­ton had hung. There was a faint whirr, and then si­lence. Arnold was gone.




    Then the clos­et it­self burst in­to flame. The pas­sage­way lead­ing to the lab­ora­to­ry

    was oblit­er­at­ed.




    Re­mo had stopped breath­ing long be­fore, and could re­main in that state for hours, if

    nec­es­sary. But he did not have hours. There were flames on both sides of him, and even in the

    de­sen­si­tized state of his body be­neath the rock-​hard glue that cov­ered it, he was

    be­gin­ning to feel the sear­ing heat.




    He stood, root­ed, while an in­vis­ible thread in­side him coiled and un­coiled in fren­zied

    frus­tra­tion. Some­thing was call­ing to him, urg­ing him to ac­tion. It was near to pain, the

    in­sis­tent thrum­ming of the deep string with­in him.




    Chi­un. Chi­un want­ed him, need­ed him, and there was noth­ing he could do.




    A gust of air whooshed in through the bro­ken glass wall and sent a tongue of flame curl­ing

    around him. He closed his eyes. The in­side of his eye­lids felt cool against their dry

    sur­face.




    The in­side of his eye­lids, he thought. He had blinked.




    And then, throb­bing with the heat, one fin­ger moved.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    The clock on Smith’s desk read 12:01. He rubbed his hand over his face. The move­ment hurt

    his side. Then he pulled out his chair and painful­ly be­gan to rise.




    “Halt.” A small hand, strong as a vise, clasped his arm above the el­bow. Chi­un did not

    meet his eyes. In­stead, the old Ori­en­tal was gaz­ing straight ahead, his breath­ing even and

    silent, his pos­ture re­laxed, but with an in­ten­si­ty about him that fright­ened Smith.




    “A bar­gain is a bar­gain,” Smith said.




    “He is com­ing.”




    The grip on his arm was be­gin­ning to hurt, but Smith did not sit down. “We can’t wait.

    There are too many things to… pre­pare.”




    He couldn’t bring him­self to say the word, “de­stroy,” not when those things he would be

    de­stroy­ing were the four mas­sive com­put­ers that were the work­ing com­po­nents of his

    life. For just as Chi­un had cre­at­ed Re­mo, Smith had cre­at­ed the Fol­croft

    com­put­ers.




    He had first de­signed them in the days be­fore mi­cro­cir­cuit­ry, when com­put­ers filled

    whole rooms. Lit­tle by lit­tle, as the tech­nol­ogy of the 1960s and 1970s pro­gressed, he

    re­fined the ma­chines, re­plac­ing what parts he could with minia­ture com­po­nents and

    re­design­ing the parts that did not ex­ist on oth­er com­put­ers– the cir­cuits that could tap

    in­stan­ta­neous­ly in­to any oth­er com­put­er bank in the world, the parts that en­abled the

    Fol­croft Four to jam satel­lite trans­mis­sions– with his own hands.




    And there were func­tions of the Four that Smith had added through the years, func­tions

    that still re­quired the bulky hard­ware of the old days, be­cause new hard­ware for these

    func­tions did not ex­ist. The com­put­ers’ abil­ity to trace world­wide tele­phone

    con­nec­tions, for ex­am­ple, hadn’t been added un­til two years ago, af­ter sev­en­teen years

    of work, at odd times, in Smith’s of­fice. Sev­en­teen years, but it had been worth it. There

    were oth­er projects that hadn’t been. When, af­ter nine years, Smith had fi­nal­ly per­fect­ed

    the com­put­ers’ ca­pa­bil­ity to re­pro­duce pho­tographs in dot con­cen­tra­tions on plain

    pa­per, Xe­rox came out with a ma­chine for gen­er­al pub­lic use that did the same thing.




    For Smith, de­vel­op­ing the com­put­ers was an on­go­ing project, like rais­ing a child.

    Parts of the pro­cess were frus­trat­ing and un­pleas­ant, but for the most part, be­cause the

    Fol­croft Four were unique chil­dren, the busi­ness of test­ing them and cre­at­ing them anew

    with each ex­per­iment was one that held for Smith the won­der of com­mu­ni­ca­tion with a

    high­er life form.




    Now they stood, awk­ward and bulky, look­ing like amus­ing relics of a prim­itive

    tech­nol­ogy, giv­ing no out­ward sign of their ex­traor­di­nary so­phis­ti­ca­tion, their

    awe­some abil­ities. There were four more just like them on a Caribbean is­land. When all eight

    were gone, their mil­lions of hours of in­for­ma­tion turned to ash, there would not be

    an­oth­er se­ries like them for a hun­dred years.




    “We can’t wait,” Smith re­peat­ed.




    The hand grew tighter. It pulled Smith down in­to his chair. “He is com­ing,” Chi­un

    said.




    “You’re forc­ing me.”




    “I am do­ing what I must.”




    His breath­ing came faster.




    His nasal pas­sages were open. He could blink. Ex­per­imen­tal­ly, Re­mo con­tract­ed the

    mus­cles of his up­per arm. His fore­arm raised slow­ly. He worked at his legs. Af­ter

    ex­ert­ing enough ef­fort, it seemed, to kick in the Great Wall of Chi­na, one foot fi­nal­ly

    lift­ed. Strings of goo ad­hered be­tween the sole of his shoe and the floor.




    An­oth­er wave of flame swept near him. His neck bobbed for­ward.




    It was melt­ing.




    Stiffly Re­mo pushed him­self to­ward the clos­et, where the fire was streak­ing out in

    gusts.




    Re­mo did not like fire but it no longer fright­ened him. Fears were rem­nants of an­oth­er

    life, be­fore Chi­un had taught him to over­come the ob­sta­cles of fire and wa­ter and shock.

    He had walked through fire; he had been on fire him­self in the past. He knew it held no re­al

    dan­ger for him, as long as he kept him­self quick and bal­anced and aware. But still, he had

    once been afraid, and old fears die hard, and it was dif­fi­cult for Re­mo to stand in front of

    the open clos­et and let the wild or­ange flame lick him like a hun­gry beast.




    He de­sen­si­tized his skin to the heat. His hair was singe­ing; he could smell it. Pools of

    the goo, liquify­ing fast, gath­ered around his feet as the plas­tic sloughed off Re­mo’s skin

    in syrupy sheets.




    In the clos­et, be­hind the gusts of flame, was an emp­ty el­eva­tor shaft. From that shaft

    now is­sued a noise above the crack­le and rush of the fire, some­thing that sound­ed like an

    en­gine. And it was com­ing from above. From the roof.




    Of course, Re­mo thought. The el­eva­tor went up as well as down. The dome.




    Feel­ing his eye­lash­es burn­ing off, he stretched out his hand and worked his fin­gers.

    They moved.




    There was an­oth­er way to the roof. The stair­way would be on fire by now, but he could run

    it. His legs were free enough.




    But in­side him! The coil, the thread, wound so tight, vi­brat­ing so hard it was go­ing to

    stran­gle him.




    “Chi­un!” he called.




    And then he un­der­stood.




    He picked up the tele­phone, blis­ter­ing and soft now, and di­aled the in­ter­na­tion­al

    rout­ing to Fol­croft.




    It was an­swered on the first ring. “This is not a se­cure line,” he said quick­ly. “What

    does Chi­un want?”




    “For you to es­cape from there,” Chi­un’s reedy voice piped.




    “Thanks for re­mind­ing me. That all?”




    “Get back here im­me­di­ate­ly,” Smith in­ter­rupt­ed.




    “And I re­peat, this is not a se­cure line.”




    “Look, se­cure or not, this place is on fire. Trace this next call. It’s to some­where in

    the States, I think, but I don’t know where. And make it fast. The cir­cuits are burn­ing.” He

    de­pressed the cra­dle, re­leased it, dropped the phone, and pressed the red but­ton twice.

    Then he ran for the stair­well.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    The dome was open, its half-​sphere tilt­ed back like an oys­ter. In­side it was what Re­mo

    had ex­pect­ed from the sound of its en­gine: a com­bat-​sized Grau­man he­li­copter.




    Re­mo was run­ning at full speed. The blaze in the stair­well had seared off what re­mained

    of the im­mo­bi­liz­ing plas­tic that once coat­ed him. He saw Arnold in the pi­lot’s seat,

    wear­ing a lu­di­crous­ly large crash hel­met, look down at him with alarm while he worked the

    con­trols fran­ti­cal­ly.




    Prepar­ing with a low coil, Re­mo sprang up­ward, grasp­ing the run­ner to­ward the tail end

    of the ma­chine with both hands. The he­li­copter swayed, tilt­ing pre­car­ious­ly with the

    im­bal­ance.




    Arnold tried to lev­el the ve­hi­cle, but with­out suf­fi­cient speed, all he could man­age

    was to drift at low al­ti­tude, weav­ing like a dy­ing in­sect with some­thing black and

    mo­bile dan­gling from one side of it.




    In the grow­ing dis­tance, yel­low flames tongued out of the house. From Re­mo’s van­tage

    point, Es­mer­al­da’s man­sion was like a shim­mer­ing vi­sion, its con­tours wavy be­hind the

    heat, its win­dows ex­plod­ing, send­ing sparkling frag­ments of glass shoot­ing in­to the

    black night like stars.




    He man­aged to get one leg up on the run­ner, then an­oth­er. Then, scut­tling up­side down,

    he made his way for­ward to­ward the cock­pit.




    The chop­per right­ed it­self. With Re­mo’s weight away from the tail, Arnold could

    ma­neu­ver the he­li­copter with ease.




    Re­mo raised an arm to reach the door, when sud­den­ly the he­li­copter flew in­to a deep

    dive. He had to re­treat to his crouched po­si­tion on the run­ner.




    They were de­scend­ing fast. Ahead loomed a broad, black shape, on­ly dis­tin­guish­able

    from the rest of the night-​dark­ened ground by its dense col­or. The he­li­copter ap­proached

    it, pick­ing up speed as it did.




    Re­mo hung on. He knew what the black shape was now. He was too close to miss it. It was an

    ex­panse of trees, the same copse where he had left the pi­lot Thomp­son to die. The trees were

    di­rect­ly be­low him now, so close that their tops scraped Re­mo’s back.




    At the end of the grove, the chop­per gained el­eva­tion, turned around, and head­ed for it

    again.




    The kid’s try­ing to scrape me off. Like mud from a boot. A sharp branch skimmed deep over

    Re­mo’s back, rip­ping his shirt and goug­ing a deep groove in­to his flesh that made him suck

    in his breath.




    In the next in­stant, a loud re­port sound­ed and a sharp crack whis­tled past Re­mo’s ear.

    He looked up. Arnold had a pis­tol in his hand.




    As he watched, Arnold squeezed off three more shots. There was lim­it­ed space to move on

    the run­ner of the he­li­copter, but Re­mo man­aged to dodge each of the bul­lets as they came.

    The fifth shot grazed his fore­head. It was a flesh wound, and a mi­nor one at that, but he was

    bleed­ing like a pig. The blood stream­ing in­to his eyes blind­ed him for a mo­ment with a

    thick cur­tain of red.




    In that mo­ment, Arnold fired for the sixth time. The bul­let took Re­mo in the side of the

    hand. He yelped. In­vol­un­tar­ily the hand sprang away, but the oth­er held fast. He blinked

    away the blood from his eyes. Above him, Arnold was smil­ing.




    “You lit­tle bas­tard,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    He gath­ered his strength. Breathe. Breathe, the way Chi­un taught you. In and out, steady.

    Con­trol the shock in your body, and your body will heal it­self. Just hang on.




    The trees ap­peared again, their branch­es cut­ting deep. Re­mo con­cen­trat­ed on

    breath­ing. He breathed, and the pain sub­sid­ed, and soon the trees were far be­low him again

    and the he­li­copter was cir­cling for an­oth­er round.




    “Okay,” Re­mo said aloud. “You want to play games? You just got your­self a play­mate,

    son­ny.”




    Arnold had the he­li­copter and the hard­ware, and that was good. Be­cause as far as Re­mo

    was con­cerned, any­one in­side a ma­chine was at a dis­ad­van­tage to a free man work­ing

    un­der his own pow­er. Ma­chines didn’t have will. With­out will, a thing on­ly op­er­at­ed

    un­til some­thing went wrong. With­out will, the small­est set­back could stop the works.




    Men weren’t like that. They slogged on with wood­en legs and bro­ken hearts and can­cer­ous

    bel­lies and eyes that didn’t see any­more. They kept go­ing with­out any rea­son in the world

    ex­cept that they want­ed to find out what was com­ing next.




    Re­mo was a man. No pim­ple fac­to­ry with a gun and a he­li­copter was go­ing to stop

    him.




    Slow­ly, hand over hand, his legs slid­ing, he made his way back to­ward the rear of the

    run­ner. When he’d gone as far as he could, he swung his legs and hooked them over the tail.

    Then he fol­lowed with the rest of his weight, tak­ing care to stay on one side of the tail to

    keep it out of bal­ance, and bounced.




    The chop­per swerved. Arnold, close to the trees, tried to gain al­ti­tude, but Re­mo had

    changed his tac­tics. He was jump­ing from one side of the tail sec­tion to the oth­er,

    land­ing in crazy an­gles that made the rud­der veer wild­ly.




    The he­li­copter dipped. From time to time Re­mo caught a glimpse of Arnold’s fran­tic face.

    He was try­ing to watch Re­mo, the con­trols, and the view in front of him at the same time.

    His shoul­ders worked. He was ob­vi­ous­ly reload­ing his gun.




    When he’d fin­ished, he aimed out the cock­pit win­dow, but it was easy for Re­mo to lose

    the bul­let from his po­si­tion on the tail. He jumped to the oth­er side, send­ing the

    he­li­copter in­to a sharp curve. The bul­let hit the rud­der.




    The chop­per dived. The en­gine sput­tered. A stall. In­side the cock­pit, Arnold ham­mered

    at the con­trols, but the trees kept com­ing clos­er, clos­er. If it crashed head­first, the

    en­gine would catch fire, Re­mo knew, and with it would go his on­ly chance to get out of

    Pe­ruvina be­fore day­break.




    He wait­ed. Then, just be­fore the mo­ment of im­pact, Re­mo leapt in­to the air, turned a

    fast dou­ble som­er­sault to gain the weight and mo­men­tum he need­ed, and land­ed square on

    the tail’s cen­ter.




    The he­li­copter land­ed flat in the trees, with­out an ex­plo­sion.




    Arnold’s arm ex­tend­ed out from the win­dow, the gun in his hand fir­ing in ev­ery

    di­rec­tion.




    “For­get it, kid,” Re­mo said, snatch­ing the weapon away from him through the open

    win­dow.




    Arnold stared at him. Re­mo was stand­ing erect, bal­anced on the tops of the trees.

    Al­though he had used enough weight to move a he­li­copter, Re­mo now seemed to be weight­less.

    Not a branch cracked be­neath his feet. Not a leaf moved.




    “She was right,” Arnold mur­mured from in­side the cock­pit. “You are some­thing

    spe­cial.”




    “She’s dead,” Re­mo said. “Now get out of there.”




    “You’re to­geth­er, aren’t you?” Arnold whis­pered dazed­ly. “You and the man named

    Smith.”




    Re­mo felt the blood drain from his face. “What do you know about Smith?”




    “She was right. There is some kind of se­cret gov­ern­ment or­ga­ni­za­tion. Smith runs it,

    and an old Ori­en­tal’s got some­thing to do with it, too.” He spoke as if to him­self,

    smil­ing strange­ly. “I re­al­ly didn’t be­lieve her at first. It all sound­ed so bizarre. But

    she was right. I should have known. She’s al­ways right.”




    “Get out of there,” Re­mo said hoarse­ly.




    “Oh, I know you’ve got to kill me now. But you won’t.” Slow­ly he reached in­to his pock­et.

    Out came an or­di­nary penknife.




    “What, no lasers, no jet-​pro­pelled gad­gets?” Re­mo said.




    Arnold sat still in the pi­lot’s seat, shift­ing the knife from one hand to the oth­er. His

    cocky con­fi­dence, his ur­ban ve­neer, had van­ished. In his over­sized hel­met and glass­es,

    Arnold looked more like a kid than ev­er. A rot­ten kid, Re­mo re­mind­ed him­self.




    “She said you’d make me talk if you caught me,” Arnold said in a small voice.




    “That’s right,” Re­mo af­firmed. “Now just come out of there. I’ll see that you make it to

    the ground in one piece.”




    But Arnold on­ly stared, his eyes fixed and blank. “She said…” He trailed off. Then, with a

    broad, quick mo­tion, he thrust the knife to his left side, plunged it in­to his own neck, and

    drew it across his throat.




    Aghast, Re­mo ripped open the door. Blood was gush­ing out of Arnold’s neck in bub­bling red

    foun­tains. The cut had been so deep that the in­ner work­ings of his throat were ex­posed.

    Arnold’s eyes rolled back.




    The he­li­copter broke a branch and set­tled more deeply in the trees. Arnold’s body, its

    head dan­gling be­hind it, swung around and top­pled out the door. It bounced and tum­bled

    through the trees like a rag doll, catch­ing on bro­ken pieces of wood, paint­ing the leaves it

    touched with a coat­ing of bright red, its bones crack­ing loud­ly in the still­ness.




    His cloth­ing stuck on a long, sharp branch. Arnold’s body hung sus­pend­ed like a car­cass

    in a slaugh­ter­house, his head at­tached on­ly by bloody strings. Fi­nal­ly, the head alone

    reached the ground, its glazed eyes star­ing sight­less­ly up­ward.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    Smith watched the blank video print­out screen as the com­put­ers whirred, sort­ing out

    in­for­ma­tion, seek­ing to lo­cate one tele­phone out of mil­lions.




    The con­nec­tion had been fast and short. Af­ter Re­mo’s mes­sage, there was a strange, loud

    noise on the Pe­ruvina end. Smith worked with a speed he didn’t know he pos­sessed to pro­gram

    the Fol­croft com­put­ers to the cor­rect mode for in­ter­cept­ing the trans­mis­sion.




    “This had bet­ter work,” he mut­tered. The call from Re­mo had fur­ther jeop­ar­dized CURE’s

    vul­ner­abil­ity, if that was pos­si­ble at this point. If who­ev­er had stolen Smith’s

    at­taché case were lis­ten­ing in at the time of the trans­mis­sion, that per­son now knew that

    Re­mo and Smith were still alive. He would al­so know that CURE was ca­pa­ble of trac­ing

    in­ter­na­tion­al calls on com­mand.




    The call was picked up on the first ring by a grow­ly, sleepy male voice.




    “What now?” it said.




    The con­nec­tion was crack­ling. Re­mo had said that the cir­cuits were burn­ing, what­ev­er

    that meant. It was clear to Smith, lis­ten­ing in on the in­ter­cept­ing phone, that the

    Pe­ruvina end was short­ing out fast.




    “What’s the mat­ter? There’s noth­ing but noise on this line.”




    “Er…” Smith tried to stall for time, in case the poor con­nec­tion de­layed the in­ter­cept

    func­tion on the com­put­ers. “This is a line­man,” he im­pro­vised, hold­ing a hand­ker­chief

    over the mouth­piece so that his words, com­ing from with­in the Unit­ed States, would not

    sound un­nat­ural­ly clear in the con­nec­tion from Pe­ruvina. “Sev­er­al of the tele­phones in

    your area have been mal­func­tion­ing, and–“




    The con­nec­tion was bro­ken in a sea of stat­ic.




    “The wires in Pe­ruvina must have burned through,” Smith said to Chi­un while he bus­ied

    him­self at the com­put­er con­trols. “There’s been some kind of fire in Pe­ruvina. I hope the

    com­put­ers were able to trace the call. Oth­er­wise, I’ll have no choice…”




    He didn’t fin­ish the sen­tence.




    They wait­ed. The com­put­ers sort­ed and sift­ed, clicked and hummed. At last three lines

    of green let­ter­ing ap­peared on the screen.




    DON­NEL­LY, HUGO




    322 W. LIN­DEN DRIVE




    WASH., D.C. (RES.)




    Smith blinked as the words ap­peared, un­able for a mo­ment to be­lieve the in­for­ma­tion.

    Then his fore­head smoothed, and he ex­haled in re­lief.




    “How stupid of me,” he said, key­ing in his next ques­tion. There had to be more than one

    Hugo Don­nel­ly in Wash­ing­ton. He had sim­ply as­sumed, fool­ish­ly, from the name that the

    man con­nect­ed with the hero­in-​laced cof­fee from Pe­ruvina was the same man who held an

    of­fi­cial po­si­tion with the gov­ern­ment of the Unit­ed States.




    “EX­PAND HUGO DON­NEL­LY,” he asked the com­put­ers. They an­swered in­stant­ly:




    DON­NEL­LY, HUGO, B. 1927, PORT­LAND, ORE.




    MAR­RIED, AR­LENE NASH PALMER




    (DE­CEASED)




    1931…1957… ES­MER­AL­DA VALASQUEZ




    DON­NEL­LY, B. 1950, CUR­RENT RES­IDENCE




    PE­RUVINA, COLOM­BIA… CHIL­DREN, 1




    (MALE)




    ARNOLD LANCE DON­NEL­LY, B. 1961…




    EM­PLOYED, U.S. GOV­ERN­MENT, ASST. TO




    UN­DER­SEC. OF IN­TE­RI­OR…




    Smith felt him­self trem­bling. He re­mem­bered a name that Re­mo had giv­en him, the name

    of the man who had giv­en the Pe­ru­vini­an cof­fee beans to the Mi­ami ware­house.




    “CON­NEC­TION, DON­NEL­LY, HUGO, WITH




    BROWN, GEORGE, SAX­ON­BURG, IN­DI­ANA,




    OR NORTH AMER­ICAN COF­FEE COM­PA­NY.”




    DOES NOT COM­PUTE.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen




    Re­mo low­ered him­self out of the trees gin­ger­ly, tak­ing care not to use his in­jured

    hand ex­cept to ex­tri­cate-​Arnold’s head­less corpse from the tan­gle of branch­es that

    sus­pend­ed it.




    Well, it was all over now. He should at least have got­ten to know the name of his fa­ther.

    But maybe Smith had tak­en care of that end. He’d find out when he got back. Still, he hat­ed

    to close a case with­out be­ing sure. The last thing Re­mo would have sus­pect­ed Arnold of

    do­ing was com­mit­ting sui­cide.




    Wrap­ping his hand with a strip of cloth torn from Arnold’s shirt, he dragged the two parts

    of the body fur­ther in­to the trees. The kid had looked so scared at the end. Kept

    men­tion­ing the wom­an, as if he were afraid that Es­mer­al­da would some­how rise from the

    dead. There must have been more of an at­tach­ment be­tween Arnold and his step­moth­er than

    ei­ther of them let on. He’d nev­er know now.




    He looked around. The set­ting was fa­mil­iar. If he could find Thomp­son, the pi­lot of the

    plane, he’d bury the two bod­ies to­geth­er. Not much trib­ute to Thomp­son, be­ing laid to

    rest next to a head­less ma­ni­ac, but the dead didn’t care.




    The pi­lot’s body, still mot­tled with the blood-​soaked leaves Re­mo had staunched his

    wounds with, sat propped against a tree. Poor dev­il, Re­mo thought. He must have re­gained

    con­scious­ness be­fore he died. At least he had had his hour.




    He picked up the body gen­tly. It was still warm. And the eyes were closed. Re­mo checked

    his pulse. Dead men didn’t close their own eyes.




    “Thomp­son?” he asked ten­ta­tive­ly. He couldn’t be alive, not af­ter all this time.




    The eye­lids flut­tered open. “You look as bad as I feel,” the pi­lot said, paus­ing for

    breath af­ter each word.




    “You’re some kind of ox,” Re­mo said, smil­ing. “Is there pain?”




    The pi­lot man­aged a low laugh that made him cough up blood.




    “I can stop that,” Re­mo said. He set the man down and pinched a clus­ter of nerves on the

    man’s spine.




    Thomp­son al­most gasped with re­lief. “I can’t feel a thing,” he said, as­ton­ished. “I’m

    good as new.”




    “Not re­al­ly.” The man’s face was a sick­ly white. He’d lost too much blood. The wound in

    his back was deep. Punc­tured lung, prob­ably. “Pain tells you that things aren’t right with

    your body. I’ve on­ly tak­en away the pain. Things still aren’t right.”




    “That’s good enough for me,” Thomp­son said, ris­ing and spit­ting a blob of red on­to the

    grass.




    “We’ve got a he­li­copter,” Re­mo said. “Think you can show me how to fly it? Maybe I could

    get us to a hos­pi­tal.”




    Thomp­son scanned the area. “What he­li­copter?”




    Re­mo point­ed up to the trees.




    “How in hell–“




    “I’ll get you up there.”




    In the chop­per, Thomp­son looked over the con­trols. “I’m not checked out on this type,” he

    said with a gri­mace. “I think I might be able to fly it my­self, but I don’t know enough to

    talk you through it. Be­sides, that hand of yours is in rot­ten shape.”




    “Hell,” Re­mo said. “You can’t–“




    “Get in. I won’t let us crash.” He start­ed the en­gine. “Where are you go­ing?”




    “Bo­go­ta,” Re­mo said. “To a hos­pi­tal.”




    “For you?”




    “I’m okay,” Re­mo said. “You’re not.”




    Thomp­son smiled as they lift­ed off. “You’re some kind of Fed, right?”




    Re­mo winced. “Don’t ask so many ques­tions.”




    “You’re a Fed, all right. You on a job?” No an­swer. “I want to know where you’re go­ing, so

    I can take you there, that’s all.”




    “We’re go­ing to a hos­pi­tal, I told you. I can’t get where I’m go­ing fast enough in this

    thing, any­way.”




    “You got con­nec­tions?”




    “What do you mean?”




    “There’s a new Air Force base on Malagua Is­land, off the coast of Puer­to Ri­co. They’ve

    got F-16s there, and God knows how many ex­per­imen­tals, all su­per­son­ic. If you’ve got the

    con­nec­tions.”




    “How far?”




    “I can make it.”




    Re­mo thought. “Do they have a hos­pi­tal?”




    Thomp­son laughed. “For a base full of test pi­lots? Are you kid­ding?” He looked at Re­mo,

    wait­ing.




    “Yeah, I’ve got the con­nec­tions.”




    Thomp­son whis­tled. “A big Fed,” he said. “But then you did tear off the DC-3’s door with

    your bare hands. Not to men­tion crush­ing Bel­loc’s gun in­to a lead golf ball and jump­ing

    out of the plane with­out a parachute. I didn’t think you worked as a clerk in the New Rochelle

    court­house.”




    Re­mo felt a wave of pan­ic ris­ing in him. Not him, he said in­ward­ly. Af­ter all the

    crum­bums I’ve spared, don’t let Thomp­son be the one I have to kill. Not the on­ly de­cent man

    in this whole foul, dirty can of worms. “They won’t be­lieve you,” he said qui­et­ly.




    The pi­lot smiled. “Yeah, I know. I’m not plan­ning to talk.”




    Some time passed. “Why’d you get in­to this lousy busi­ness, any­way?” Re­mo asked.




    “You here to save my soul or some­thing?”




    “No. Just cu­ri­ous.”




    “Ah,” Thomp­son said. “Cu­ri­ous.” He was qui­et for a long time. “I guess it was the

    fly­ing,” he said at last. “For a while, af­ter I got fired from the air­line, I had this crazy

    idea that I’d bor­row some mon­ey and buy my­self a used bird. Rent it out for char­ters in the

    Caribbean, that sort of thing.




    “What hap­pened?”




    “No guts. My wife left. The drink­ing,” he ex­plained. “They’ll do that once they find out

    you’ve pissed your pants in the arms of a fifty-​year old hook­er.” He laughed, then his smile

    dis­ap­peared. “Took the kids with her. The house got sold. Lost my car. But I wouldn’t stop

    drink­ing, no sir. Bills ev­ery­where, no job-​think I gave a shit? Stuck on the ground like

    some kind of slug, crawl­ing on my bel­ly for a drink. God. Some­times I’d look up at the sky,

    and I’d want so bad…” His voice trailed off.




    “Bad enough to quit drink­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “Enough to do any­thing,” Thomp­son re­flect­ed qui­et­ly. “Just to fly again… Oh, balls.”

    He smiled, em­bar­rassed. “What a pile of sen­ti­men­tal horse­shit. I did it for the

    mon­ey.”




    “I don’t think it was the mon­ey,” Re­mo said.




    “Well, you’re wrong. The law’s go­ing to see that I nev­er fly again af­ter this stint, and

    I don’t re­al­ly give a good god­damn, be­cause I’m no bet­ter than Bel­loc when it comes right

    down to it, oth­er­wise I wouldn’t be here, would I? Now, do you want to go to Malagua or don’t

    you?”




    “I think you just want­ed to fly again.”




    “Christ,” Thomp­son said. “You’re an even big­ger horse­shit­ter than I am. We’re go­ing to

    Malagua.”




    They ra­dioed an emer­gen­cy be­fore they land­ed, and a stretch­er, along with a greet­ing

    par­ty of in­ter­roga­tors, was wait­ing for the chop­per from Colom­bia.




    Thomp­son cast a glance at Re­mo as they de­scend­ed. “Hey, quit wor­ry­ing. The plane

    crashed, we both sur­vived it, and then I passed out. When I came to, you were there with the

    chop­per. That’s all I know. Can you cov­er your end?”




    Re­mo nod­ded dis­tract­ed­ly. He wasn’t wor­ried about cov­er­ing his end. “Those guys down

    there are go­ing to want you to talk. About what you were do­ing in Colom­bia.”




    “Don’t be sap­py,” Thomp­son said. “What hap­pens, hap­pens.”




    “You’ll go to jail.”




    “So what.” He land­ed the he­li­copter. “Hey, do that thing with my back again, will you?

    The pain’s get­ting bad.”




    Re­mo touched the pi­lot’s spine.




    They got out. “This man’s been hurt, and I need to make a phone call,” Re­mo said by way of

    greet­ing.




    Fif­teen min­utes lat­er, Thomp­son was be­ing pre­pared for surgery. Tubes of whole blood

    were be­ing pumped in­to his drained body. Re­mo made his way past a bat­tery of protest­ing

    nurs­es to Thomp­son’s bed. “You’ll be all right now,” he said.




    “That noise out­side. It’s an F-16. That for you?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “Big Fed,” Thomp­son said, smil­ing.




    Re­mo turned to go. “Hey,” Thomp­son called. “Thanks. Thanks for com­ing back for me.”




    Re­mo didn’t re­spond. If it hadn’t been for Thomp­son’s body be­tween the fly­ing piece of

    met­al and him­self, Re­mo would prob­ably be dead some­where in Colom­bia by now. If it hadn’t

    been for Thomp­son’s in­sis­tence on fly­ing to an Air Force base in­stead of a qui­et lit­tle

    hos­pi­tal in Bo­go­ta, Re­mo would be try­ing to fig­ure out a way to get out of South

    Amer­ica in­stead of tak­ing off in a su­per­son­ic plane. And now Thomp­son was go­ing un­der

    the knife, and af­ter that, Thomp­son was go­ing to go to jail for some­thing he didn’t even

    know any­thing about. And Thomp­son was thank­ing him.




    That was fate, Re­mo thought, not with­out some bit­ter­ness. The way the world went. That

    was the biz. And Thomp­son un­der­stood that, be­cause he was one of those crea­tures who kept

    on go­ing while fate was throw­ing suck­er punch­es to his in­sides. He was a man.




    “I’ll re­mem­ber you,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen




    Smith stood by the large tint­ed one-​way win­dows of Fol­croft San­itar­ium that looked out

    over the beach of Long Is­land Sound. He was alone. He had nev­er been so alone.




    The first streaks of dawn were just be­gin­ning to light­en the sky, caus­ing the ocean

    waves be­low to sparkle pink and pur­ple. The pain in Smith’s side still throbbed, but on­ly

    dim­ly now. Chi­un’s min­is­tra­tions had been bet­ter than any doc­tor’s. The old man had even

    of­fered to re­move the pain en­tire­ly, but Smith hadn’t per­mit­ted that. He didn’t hold with

    any sys­tem of medicine in which there was no pain. There was some­thing vague­ly im­moral in

    the con­cept. Be­sides, the pain helped him think.




    Back to the be­gin­ning.




    Cof­fee. Some­one had put hero­in in­to ev­ery brand of cof­fee used in the Unit­ed States.

    From what Re­mo had gath­ered, that some­one wasn’t a reg­ular drug deal­er.




    The clos­est they had come was a name on a busi­ness card: George Brown of Sax­on­burg,

    In­di­ana. George Brown, who had vir­tu­al­ly giv­en the drugged cof­fee beans to ev­ery

    ware­house in the coun­try, ac­cord­ing to Smith’s in­ves­ti­ga­tions.




    The Fol­croft com­put­ers had as­cer­tained that there were four George Browns in the

    five-​square-​mile around Sax­on­burg, In­di­ana. The FBI claimed that none of them had been

    out of town in the past six months. That meant that the George Brown, the one who didn’t

    com­pute in the Fol­croft in­for­ma­tion banks, was an alias. Back to square one. Un­less

    George Brown was Hugo Don­nel­ly, gov­ern­ment em­ploy­ee.




    But Re­mo would have to find that out. Be­fore it was too late. Or was it al­ready too

    late?




    And then the mur­ders. Four­teen that Smith knew of for cer­tain, and prob­ably a

    fif­teenth. Re­mo had men­tioned the name “Pap­py” in his last phone call be­fore leav­ing the

    coun­try, and a Paul “Pap­py” Eisen­stein, a known drug deal­er, had cropped up on the

    homi­cide lists that same day. Fif­teen vic­tims, all of them in con­tact with Re­mo.




    Some­body knew about Re­mo.




    And some­body knew about Smith, knew enough to shoot him at point-​blank range and take his

    at­taché case, which con­tained enough in­crim­inat­ing ev­idence to de­stroy the

    Con­sti­tu­tion of the Unit­ed States for­ev­er.




    He had been wait­ing ev­er since Re­mo had called from Malagua. It was a strange phone call,

    to say the least. For one thing, Re­mo had spo­ken en­tire­ly in code.




    It was as if he knew that CURE was on the verge of de­struc­tion. Smith had des­per­ate­ly

    want­ed to know the ex­tent of Re­mo’s in­for­ma­tion in the mat­ter, but he had to keep the

    call as short as pos­si­ble. The few­er the words, the more dif­fi­cul­ty the thieves would

    have in de­cod­ing the trans­mis­sion.




    Re­mo told, in the lan­guage the Fol­croft com­put­ers had de­vised, about Arnold and the

    wom­an. He gave his lo­ca­tion and re­quest­ed trans­port to Rye.




    “Done,” Smith re­spond­ed in the same lan­guage. “But don’t come here. Get to the lob­by of

    the Ex­cel­sior Ho­tel in Wash­ing­ton. Chi­un will meet you there with fur­ther

    in­struc­tions.”




    The con­nec­tion was ter­mi­nat­ed. It had tak­en less than one minute. Then he walked to a

    pay phone, made sev­er­al calls, ar­ranged for the F-16 to take Re­mo to Wash­ing­ton with no

    ques­tions asked, and re­turned to the of­fice.




    Chi­un was still wait­ing silent­ly in the cor­ner he had ap­pro­pri­at­ed. Smith wrote a

    long mes­sage on a piece of pa­per and fold­ed it.




    “There’s a pri­vate plane wait­ing for you at the lo­cal air­port,” he said.




    Chi­un beamed. “For me? Alone? I may sit wher­ev­er I wish?”




    “Any­where,” Smith said. “You’ll be met at the end of your jour­ney by a driv­er who will

    es­cort you to a ho­tel. Wait in the lob­by for Re­mo, and give him this.” He hand­ed him the

    mes­sage. “No one else may see this,” he warned.




    “You shall be obeyed,” Chi­un said solemn­ly, bow­ing low. “Your hum­ble ser­vant does not

    for­get the kind­ness of his il­lus­tri­ous Em­per­or. In the twi­light of my years–“




    “Er… that’s fine, Chi­un,” Smith said dis­tract­ed­ly. Chi­un slipped the note in­to his

    sleeve and left, ex­hibit­ing all the dig­ni­ty of his sta­tion.




    Smith walked over to the win­dow. The wait­ing had be­gun.




    That had been hours ago. Dawn com­ing, and the at­taché case was still miss­ing. CURE was

    still op­er­at­ing, ex­pos­ing the coun­try to ir­repara­ble dam­age with each pass­ing minute.

    Had he been right in not de­stroy­ing the or­ga­ni­za­tion at mid­night? Re­mo had pro­vid­ed

    some in­for­ma­tion, but not enough. Had Smith risked the fu­ture of Amer­ica just to save his

    own skin? He didn’t know. He went over the ques­tions again and again. He just didn’t know.

    There was so much to think about, and he was so tired of think­ing.




    George Brown. Hugo Don­nel­ly. Sax­on­burg, In­di­ana. Does not com­pute. Does not

    com­pute.




    It was 6:14.




    “To­mor­row will be too late,” he re­mem­bered say­ing. The waves out­side his win­dow were

    dap­pled with morn­ing light. It was to­mor­row.




    He squeezed his eyes shut.




    A gray-​gloved hand …




    Sud­den­ly he start­ed to at­ten­tion, so fast that he choked and coughed. Hold­ing his

    side, he made his way back to the com­put­er con­sole, keyed in “SAX­ON­BURG, IN­DI­ANA,” and

    fol­lowed a new line of ques­tion­ing.




    By 7:02 he knew the an­swer.




    He took his ex­tra suit from the clos­et in his of­fice, got dressed slow­ly and painful­ly,

    and called a taxi.




    Be­fore he left, he set the self-​de­struct mech­anism on the Fol­croft com­put­ers to go

    off au­to­mat­ical­ly at noon. He ar­ranged it so that the de­struc­tion of CURE could on­ly be

    abort­ed by his own voice print, is­su­ing di­rect­ly from the tele­phone in­side his at­taché

    case.




    Be­cause if he was right, he would be in pos­ses­sion of the case by noon.




    And if he was wrong, noon would be well past his ap­point­ed hour to die.


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen




    Chi­un’s gold bro­cade robe looked even more splen­did than usu­al, sur­round­ed as it was

    by the thread­bare fur­ni­ture of the Ex­cel­sior Ho­tel lob­by.




    “Hi, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Look at you,” Chi­un whis­pered, cast­ing em­bar­rassed looks all around. “A dis­grace.

    Your shirt is torn. There is blood all over your face, dried like paint. I have ar­rived here

    in a pri­vate air­plane. Do you know what it will do to my im­age to be seen as­so­ci­at­ing

    with such a per­son as you? And what is that rag on your hand?”




    “A ban­dage. I was shot.”




    “You, too? Has no one in this oafish coun­try a de­cent sense of bal­ance?”




    “Smith?” Re­mo said, his voice ris­ing. “You were sup­posed to watch him. How bad was

    it?”




    “I do not have to ex­plain my­self to you,” Chi­un snapped. “The Em­per­or is well, and most

    grate­ful to me. He knows how to show grat­itude, which is more than I can say for some

    per­sons who can­not even ar­rive in time for din­ner.”




    “I can’t be­lieve it. I asked you to do one thing….And here I am shot, for God’s sake,” he

    sput­tered. “Well, we can ar­gue lat­er. Give me Smit­ty’s mes­sage.”




    “You have no man­ners at all.” Chi­un’s eyes glared as he shot the piece of pa­per in­to

    Re­mo’s hand. “This I do for the Em­per­or alone, be­cause I have promised him,” he de­creed.

    “Not for ill-​man­nered be­ings who do not know how to ask for a thing po­lite­ly.”




    Re­mo read the note, frown­ing.




    “What does it say?”




    “He wants me to get a suit,” Re­mo said.




    “A man of ex­cel­lent dis­cern­ment,” Chi­un said, fin­ger­ing the torn back of Re­mo’s

    T-​shirt.




    “And then he wants me to with­draw a hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars from the bank across the

    street.”




    “In gold?” Chi­un asked ex­cit­ed­ly.




    Re­mo shook his head.




    “Then it does not count.”




    Don­nel­ly’s sec­re­tary, busi­ly fil­ing her nails, rose like a zephyr from be­hind a

    two-​foot-​high stack of pa­pers.




    “We have an ap­point­ment,” Re­mo said.




    The girl’s face looked blank for a mo­ment while her nail file slowed in con­cen­tra­tion.

    “Oh, yeah,” she said, a smile dawn­ing. “I knew I re­mem­bered some­body call­ing. I even wrote

    it down. You’re…” She rum­maged through the pa­pers on the desk, cre­at­ing a small

    bliz­zard.




    “I am Chi­un,” Chi­un said, bow­ing po­lite­ly.




    “Chi­un is one of the biggest busi­ness­men in Ko­rea,” Re­mo ex­plained. “He’s here to see

    Mr. Don­nel­ly about some ex­port­ing busi­ness.”




    “Yeah,” the sec­re­tary said en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly. “It’s all com­ing back to me now. And

    you’re his as­sis­tant, right?”




    “Jack­pot,” Re­mo said. “I’m Re­mo. Re­mo–“




    “Wang,” Chi­un fin­ished.




    Re­mo looked at him. “An ap­pro­pri­ate­ly com­mon name,” Chi­un ex­plained.




    “Re­mo Wang,” the sec­re­tary said. “Pleased to meetcha, Mr. Wang. I’m Dar­cy De­voe. It

    used to be Smith, but I changed it. I al­ways say–“




    “Is Mr. Don­nel­ly in?” Chi­un in­ter­rupt­ed.




    “Sure. I told him about you when you called. He can’t wait to see you. His of­fice is…” She

    turned in a slow cir­cle, scan­ning the walls with be­wil­dered eyes be­fore they came to rest

    on the on­ly in­ner door in the of­fice. “Through there!” she said, point­ing

    tri­umphant­ly.




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said. “That’s got to be the ditzi­est broad in Wash­ing­ton,” he added in

    Ko­re­an as they knocked on Don­nel­ly’s door.




    Chi­un shrugged. “She is white.”




    Don­nel­ly was a broad man with heavy fea­tures and ex­pan­sive ges­tures. “Mr. Williams?”

    he asked, smil­ing at Re­mo.




    “Wang,” Re­mo said.




    “Wang? Oh, I beg your par­don. My sec­re­tary must have got the name wrong. She’s a lit­tle

    dis­or­ga­nized at times.”




    “She is to be ex­cused,” Chi­un said gra­cious­ly. “She is–“




    “And this is Chi­un,” Re­mo said loud­ly.




    “Ah, yes.” Don­nel­ly man­aged an awk­ward bow in what he ev­ident­ly be­lieved to be an

    Ori­en­tal man­ner. “Mr. Chi­un of…” He quick­ly pulled a note card out of his jack­et.

    “Sinan­ju. Did I pro­nounce that right, Mr. Chi­un?”




    “Per­fect­ly,” Chi­un said. “And ‘Chi­un’ will suf­fice. As I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    who rides in air­planes with no oth­er pas­sen­gers, no oth­er ti­tle is nec­es­sary.”




    “The Mas­ter of… I see,” Don­nel­ly said. “Well, sit down, sit down. I’ll get us all a

    drink.”




    Chi­un fold­ed his hands in­side his sleeves. “That will not be nec­es­sary. And I pre­fer

    to stand. My as­so­ciate will ex­plain the pur­pose of our vis­it.”




    “Yes, of course,” Don­nel­ly said. “Are you look­ing for some Amer­ican goods to im­port

    in­to Sinan­ju? I don’t be­lieve we’ve dealt with your– um– province be­fore.”




    “You know what we want,” Re­mo said. “Cof­fee.”




    “Cof­fee?” The look on Don­nel­ly’s face was ex­pec­tant.




    Re­mo lift­ed the suit­case in his hands and opened it. In­side, it was stacked with

    hun­dred-​dol­lar bills. “A hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “Oh, that cof­fee.”




    “We’ve heard that it makes peo­ple hap­py,” Re­mo said.




    “Very hap­py,” Don­nel­ly agreed.




    “Well, a lit­tle hap­pi­ness is just what the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is look­ing for. He’s

    hav­ing a morale prob­lem with his peo­ple. You see, they’ve been starv­ing and slav­ing for

    three hun­dred years, and their pro­duc­tiv­ity is be­gin­ning to lag.”




    “Tut, tut,” Don­nel­ly said.




    “Be­sides, the Mas­ter thinks he can turn a nice prof­it off the dirt­bags.”




    “It’ll hap­pen ev­ery time,” Don­nel­ly said, smil­ing. “With this good Amer­ican

    cof­fee–“




    “Unh-​unh. Not Amer­ican. The cof­fee from Pe­ruvina. That’s what we’ve come for.”




    The smile van­ished from Don­nel­ly’s face. “How do you know about Pe­ruvina?” he asked

    cau­tious­ly.




    “I’ve spent the evening with your son, Arnold.”




    Don­nel­ly bright­ened again. “Oh, you know Arnold. Well, that puts a whole new light on

    things. Are you friends?”




    “Oh, I could hard­ly bring my­self to leave the plan­ta­tion,” Re­mo said.




    “He’s got a good head on his shoul­ders,” Arnold’s fa­ther said proud­ly.




    “Um… he did, yes.”




    “As a mat­ter of fact, he’s com­ing here. Got a call this morn­ing. To tell the truth,

    that’s why I’m in the of­fice so ear­ly,” he added with a chuck­le. “Usu­al­ly I don’t get in

    at the crack of dawn, but this way we can spend the day to­geth­er, my son and I. Did you meet

    my wife, Es­mer­al­da?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “But she had to leave un­ex­pect­ed­ly. She was fly­ing.”




    Don­nel­ly nod­ded. “I see. Well. To the busi­ness at hand. I sup­pose Arnold told you about

    our plans?”




    “Some,” Re­mo said. “He said you were plan­ning to ex­pand in­to world mar­kets with your

    cof­fee. What Chi­un would like to know is, how can you get the cof­fee to us all the way out

    in Sinan­ju, when it’s been banned right here in the Unit­ed States?”




    Don­nel­ly guf­fawed and slapped Re­mo on the back. “But that’s the beau­ty of it! Let me

    ex­plain.” He re­moved his jack­et and rolled up his shirt sleeves, in­di­cat­ing in his

    bu­reau­crat’s way that he was re­al­ly get­ting down to work.




    “You see, the Amer­ican mar­ket was on­ly a test to see if the gen­er­al pop­ula­tion of a

    coun­try would drink the cof­fee. There are far too many reg­ula­tions here to al­low any­thing

    as ap­peal­ing as our Pe­ru­vini­an cof­fee to con­tin­ue be­ing sold in­def­inite­ly. But in

    more en­light­ened na­tions such as yours, Chi­un, we don’t have to both­er with a lot of

    un­nec­es­sary re­stric­tions. The cof­fee was meant for ex­port in the first place.”




    “Through this of­fice,” Re­mo said.




    Don­nel­ly nod­ded. “Ex­act­ly. I am the As­sis­tant to the Un­der­sec­re­tary of the

    In­te­ri­or in charge of Reg­ula­tions Con­cern­ing Im­por­ta­tion of Agri­cul­tur­al

    Prod­ucts. There won’t be any red tape get­ting the cof­fee to you in Sinan­ju. Or any­place

    else.”




    “But what about the Sec­re­tary of the In­te­ri­or?”




    Don­nel­ly sighed pa­tient­ly. “Mr. Wang, you’ve got to un­der­stand Wash­ing­ton pol­itics.

    The Sec­re­tary of the In­te­ri­or is a busy man. He’s got whole coast­lines to de­stroy. His

    time is tak­en up with sell­ing wilder­ness ar­eas to com­mer­cial con­cerns. It’s not easy to

    oblit­er­ate the en­tire eco­log­ical bal­ance of the West­ern Hemi­sphere. The Sec­re­tary’s

    got his hands full.”




    “I see,” Re­mo said. “And the Un­der­sec­re­tary?”




    “The Un­der­sec­re­tary is busy do­ing what the Sec­re­tary would be do­ing if he didn’t

    have all that non­com­mer­cial land and clean wa­ter to con­tend with. He’s got to go to the

    lun­cheons, talk to the ladies’ dubs, par­ty at the White House…. The Un­der­sec­re­tary’s job

    is nev­er done.”




    “Sounds like a heavy load,” Re­mo agreed.




    “And for less than nine­ty thou­sand a year, too. But then, we are pub­lic ser­vants.

    Sac­ri­fices have to be made when you’re serv­ing your coun­try.”




    “I guess so.”




    Don­nel­ly grunt­ed in sat­is­fac­tion. “So you see, I have a rel­ative­ly free hand in the

    busi­ness of ex­port­ing Amer­ican goods.”




    “Like wheat to Rus­sia?” Re­mo said.




    “Oh, Dar­cy takes care of most of those de­tails.”




    Re­mo re­called the stack of molder­ing pa­pers on Dar­cy’s desk and the girl’s va­cant

    ex­pres­sion. “Her?” he asked, point­ing to­ward the door­way lead­ing to Dar­cy’s of­fice.




    “Some­body has to do those things,” Don­nel­ly said briskly.




    “And what do you do?” Chi­un asked.




    Don­nel­ly straight­ened out im­por­tant­ly. “Why, any good ex­ec­utive’s main pri­or­ity is

    to think. Keep his mind lim­ber for big de­ci­sions. Get enough rest, eat right, that sort of

    thing.”




    “I see,” Chi­un said.




    “And vis­it­ing cof­fee ware­hous­es?” Re­mo said qui­et­ly.




    Don­nel­ly looked up, sur­prised. “My, you and Arnold did get chum­my, didn’t you?”




    “We’re talk­ing about a lot of mon­ey, Mr. Don­nel­ly. Or should I say Mr. Brown?”




    Don­nel­ly guf­fawed. “Say, you’re a sharp one.”




    “So you are George Brown?”




    “No­body’s George Brown. That’s just a name sheI mean I made up. Print­ed up some cards. We

    had to get the cof­fee in­to the ware­hous­es some­how. Darned good idea, I think. Set the

    busi­ness off to a good start.”




    “Is it your busi­ness?” Re­mo asked. “Your pri­vate busi­ness?”




    “Well,” he fal­tered. “I do have part­ners. My son, for one. He de­vel­oped the cof­fee, you

    see, but he’s usu­al­ly in Pe­ruvina, and… an­oth­er part­ner–“




    “Your wife’s dead, Mr. Don­nel­ly,” Re­mo said.




    Don­nel­ly hes­itat­ed for a mo­ment. “Dead? Are you sure?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    Slow­ly, Don­nel­ly reached for the in­ter­com on his desk. “Dar­cy, Es­mer­al­da’s dead,”

    he said.




    There was a short pause at the oth­er end. “Do you want me to fix you up with some­body for

    the week­end?” Dar­cy’s voice said at last.




    “No, just check out the will.” He re­leased the con­nec­tion. “Ter­ri­ble,” he said to

    Re­mo. “Poor wom­an.”




    “Arnold killed her. I saw him.”




    “She was love­ly,” Don­nel­ly said.




    “So now you on­ly have one part­ner,” Re­mo said.




    “What? Yes, I sup­pose so. Just Arnold and me.”




    “He men­tioned some­thing about In­di­ana.”




    Don­nel­ly waved it away. “Oh, that’s noth­ing. A two-​acre tract of land with a shack on it

    in some hick town. On pa­per, the cof­fee comes from there. That way, I can slide the whole

    thing through as an Amer­ican ex­port.”




    “Very clever,” Re­mo said.




    “Too clever,” Chi­un mum­bled.




    The in­ter­com buzzed. “Your wife has left the Pe­ru­vian es­tate to you and your son, sir,”

    Dar­cy said.




    “Thank you.” A deep flush of sat­is­fac­tion rose in Don­nel­ly’s cheeks as he tried vain­ly

    to sup­press a smile. “Just ter­ri­ble about Es­mer­al­da,” he said.




    “And Pe­ruvina. It’s burned to the ground by now.”




    Don­nel­ly’s face drained in­stant­ly of col­or.




    “Arnold did that, too. Some kid you raised.”




    With a trem­bling fin­ger, Don­nel­ly reached for the in­ter­com again. “Dar­cy. Dar­cy,” he

    called. “I need you.”




    “Just a sec. I got a hang­nail.”




    “Pe­ruvina’s gone?” he whis­pered. “That was go­ing to be where I re­tired af­ter this

    cof­fee busi­ness got start­ed. Now it’s gone….”




    “So’s Arnold,” Re­mo said. “He killed him­self.”




    “Dar­cy!” Don­nel­ly roared.




    There was no an­swer.




    “You killed him! You must have.”




    “Nope. Cross my heart,” Re­mo said. “He tried to kill me of­ten enough, though. And

    speak­ing of killing, I sup­pose you’re the one who’s been mur­der­ing ev­ery­one I’ve talked

    to.”




    “What’s that you’re say­ing? You’re the killer, not me.”




    “Let’s say George Brown was the killer,” Re­mo said, ris­ing. He walked slow­ly to­ward

    Don­nel­ly. Don­nel­ly backed away. “And that scheme to blow up the plane that you cooked up

    with your dear de­part­ed wife back­fired, too.”




    “What plane?”




    “Oh, cute. Arnold called you from Pe­ruvina. He knew ex­act­ly what was go­ing on.”




    “You’re not mak­ing any sense. Dar­cy! Miss De­voe, get the po­lice, for God’s sake,” he

    yelled.




    The door opened. Dar­cy tossed a Brown­ing .38 to him. “Your gun, sir,” she said.




    Don­nel­ly backed up to the wall, the re­volver trem­bling in his hand. “Clear out,” he

    shout­ed, his voice qua­ver­ing. “Clear out, or I swear I’ll shoot you.”




    Re­mo stepped for­ward. Don­nel­ly fired.




    The bul­let passed through the ex­act lo­ca­tion where Re­mo had been stand­ing when he

    fired, but Re­mo was no longer there. Re­mo was next to Don­nel­ly, and the re­volver was

    turn­ing in­to grav­el in Re­mo’s ban­daged hand while in his oth­er palm, Don­nel­ly’s skull

    was turn­ing in­to some­thing re­sem­bling oat­meal.




    “Dar–“




    “Got­ta go, boss. Cof­fee break,” Dar­cy said as she flounced away.




    Re­mo and Chi­un stared for some mo­ments at Don­nel­ly’s body. “It’s fun­ny,” Re­mo said.

    “I didn’t mind that time. Killing him, I mean. I didn’t mind at all.”




    “I did,” Chi­un said.




    “Huh?”




    “Your el­bow was bent, as usu­al,” Chi­un said re­signed­ly.




    “Well, I guess that’s all of them. Es­mer­al­da, Arnold, Don­nel­ly. We’d bet­ter look for

    Smith’s case.” Re­mo be­gan me­thod­ical­ly to take apart the book­cas­es and file

    cab­inets.




    “It will not be here,” Chi­un said.




    “Why not?”




    Chi­un said noth­ing. To­geth­er they searched both the in­ner and out­er of­fices down to

    the bare walls. There was no trace of Smith’s case.




    “My son,” Chi­un said. “Up­on re­ceiv­ing word from the Em­per­or, I will be forced to kill

    you, as part of my con­tract with him. The case is not here. Now, you tell me. To save us all.

    Why is it not here?”




    Re­mo was silent for a long time. “Some­thing wasn’t right,” he said.




    “What?”




    “Don­nel­ly didn’t want to shoot me. He was afraid. Afraid to fire the gun. Who­ev­er killed

    those peo­ple and sab­otaged the plane I was in wasn’t afraid to kill.”




    “What else?”




    “He wasn’t smart enough. Think­ing up the George Brown busi­ness, rout­ing the ship­ments

    through In­di­ana… He just didn’t seem to have the in­tel­lect to come up with ideas like

    those. He didn’t even run his own of­fice….”




    The words caught in his throat.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty




    Smith let him­self eas­ily in­to the house on the out­skirts of Sax­on­burg, In­di­ana. It

    was a tum­ble­down place con­sist­ing of one va­cant room. Nev­er more than a shan­ty in its

    finest hour, the house showed signs of van­dal­ism, from the crushed beer cans on the floor to

    the child­ish graf­fi­ti on the walls. A thread­bare car­pet, stink­ing of urine, cov­ered the

    creak­ing floor­boards.




    This had to be the place, Smith thought. The Fol­croft com­put­ers didn’t make

    mis­takes.




    Un­less he had been com­plete­ly wrong. If he had been, then the killer was still an

    un­known, the at­taché case was gone for­ev­er, and CURE had come to its in­evitable end.




    But he couldn’t be wrong. There was too much co­in­ci­dence for him to be wrong. The cof­fee

    plan­ta­tion in Colom­bia, its di­rect link to Don­nel­ly, the house in Sax­on­burg– it all

    added up un­der his premise. Even the com­put­ers had giv­en him a 91 per­cent prob­abil­ity.

    No, he couldn’t be wrong. The case was here, some­where.




    There was noth­ing to search. No fur­ni­ture, no books, no shelves. The clos­ets had no

    hid­den ex­its. Even the walls, once cov­ered with cheap flow­ered pa­per, now all but stripped

    bare down to crack­ing plas­ter, con­tained no hol­low spots, no se­cret re­cess­es. He even

    went over them with a minia­ture elec­tron­ic sweep. No bugs, no elec­tron­ic de­vices of any

    kind had been in­stalled. The place was as in­se­cure as a pub­lic street.




    He reached high with the sweep to get a read­ing in the up­per cor­ners. It was a

    one-​sto­ry build­ing with no at­tic that he could see from the out­side, but you could nev­er

    tell. Noth­ing.




    His side aching from the strain of lift­ing his arm, he made his way around the room once

    more. Halfway along the third wall, he tripped over a dusty wine bot­tle and fell sprawl­ing to

    his bel­ly.




    The jolt of pain was tremen­dous. Vom­it rose in his throat. Smith lay there for sev­er­al

    min­utes, pant­ing, breath­ing the acrid stench of the car­pet, be­fore try­ing to work his way

    back to his feet as the room slow­ly came back in­to fo­cus.




    The sweep was ly­ing in the mid­dle of the car­pet. He crawled to it. As he ap­proached, he

    heard some­thing. The faint click-​click of the sweep.




    The floor, he thought, un­aware now of the burst stitch­es in his side. He scram­bled to the

    edge of the room and be­gan to roll back the stink­ing rug, de­bris and all. Sweat poured off

    his fore­head and splat­tered on­to the an­cient floor­boards in fat drops. The blood from his

    wound had soaked through his ban­dages and was strain­ing his white shirt a bright red.




    He scarce­ly no­ticed. For dead in the cen­ter of the bare floor was the hole he had

    ex­pect­ed, a neat square trap­door with a pad­lock fit­ted in­to a small re­cess.




    Tak­ing from his jack­et a small leather case filled with fine tools, he picked the lock.

    The tools were meant for dis­mem­ber­ing a com­put­er, but they worked just as well for

    bur­glary. Smith had picked enough locks in his ca­reer to be able to take one apart with a

    tiepin, but the tools made it eas­ier. The hasp opened in a mat­ter of min­utes.




    It should have oc­curred to him, he thought lat­er, that any­one hid­ing elec­tron­ic

    equip­ment in a place as vul­ner­able as the shack in Sax­on­burg would have placed oth­er

    pre­cau­tions be­sides an or­di­nary pad­lock over the point of en­try, but he was too

    over­come with his small tri­umph of find­ing the trap­door, too ea­ger, too racked by the pain

    from his in­jury to think about it. Or to take no­tice of the scratch­ing, scuf­fling sound

    be­neath the trap as he opened it and a thou­sand fat black rats poured over him in a

    scream­ing wave.




    He cried out low, re­coil­ing from the crea­tures as they rushed out of the hole and seemed

    to fill the room. For a mo­ment, his mind went blank in sense­less ter­ror. Then, shak­ing like

    a pal­sy vic­tim, he brought him­self un­der con­trol.




    Noth­ing. It’s noth­ing, he told him­self. A trick to scare off cu­ri­ous chil­dren.




    A damn good trick.




    Slow­ly he made his way to the front door and opened it. The rats scur­ried out­side.

    Breath­ing deeply to calm him­self, Smith went back to the trap and low­ered him­self in­side.

    An­oth­er lev­el lay three feet be­low the first. Smith crouched on his hands and knees in the

    dark­ness, feel­ing his way along the plat­form with the elec­tron­ic sweep.




    About four feet to the right of the trap, the sweep went crazy. Smith’s right hand found a

    sharp edge in the wood. A hole. A plain hole.




    Be care­ful. He pulled his hand back quick­ly. Don’t get caught again.




    He re­moved his tie with its met­al clip. Dan­gling it from his fin­gers, he ap­proached the

    hole again and let the end drop through the open­ing. There was a sharp crack as the plat­form

    was sud­den­ly bathed in bril­liant, er­rat­ic white light shoot­ing in zigza­gs across the

    open­ing.




    Elec­tric­ity. Enough to kill a horse, from the dis­play of light em­anat­ing from the small

    hole.




    He felt bet­ter. A flood of rats was and al­ways would be an alien ter­ror to Smith, but

    de­fus­ing an elec­tric se­cu­ri­ty shield was fa­mil­iar ground. He searched for the switch in

    the dark­ness, made sud­den­ly dark­er by the brief on­slaught of bright light.




    To the left of the hole he felt a raised met­al disc with a jagged line run­ning through the

    cen­ter. A key­hole.




    Just right, he thought. I would have used a key switch my­self. Re­mov­ing a long

    in­stru­ment of flex­ible steel from his tool pack­et, he worked on the key­hole. De­spite the

    des­per­ate­ness of the sit­ua­tion, he was be­gin­ning to feel some­thing like ad­mi­ra­tion

    for the killer. The se­cu­ri­ty mea­sures were good. Sim­ple but ef­fi­cient. And hid­den, the

    way all se­cu­ri­ty ought to be. They were the work of a fine, clear mind that paid at­ten­tion

    to de­tail.




    The whole scheme, from the dis­tri­bu­tion of the cof­fee to the theft of Smith’s case, had

    been a beau­ti­ful­ly or­ches­trat­ed piece of work, the prod­uct of a mind that missed

    noth­ing, that could or­ga­nize dis­parate el­ements in­to a work­able whole.




    A mind, in fact, quite like his own.




    The in­stru­ment turned in the key­hole. Smith dropped his tie down the hole again. There

    was no re­ac­tion. He low­ered him­self in­to the open­ing, catch­ing his foot on the step of a

    lad­der, and let him­self down.




    There was a naked elec­tric light­bulb at the base of the lad­der, ac­ti­vat­ed by a string.

    Sim­ple, no frills, Smith thought. A good, clean mind. On a ta­ble against the wall sat a small

    com­put­er. A home mod­el, aug­ment­ed with spe­cial one-​of-​a-​kind hard­ware. At­tached to

    it by a se­ries of wires was the tele­phone from Smith’s at­taché case. Be­neath the ta­ble was

    the case it­self.




    He dis­con­nect­ed the wires, di­aled the spe­cial rout­ing code that led di­rect­ly in­to

    Fol­croft in­for­ma­tion banks, and said, “Abort self-​de­struct.”




    A small wave of re­lief washed over him. Not much, cer­tain­ly not what he’d ex­pect­ed. His

    eyes kept wan­der­ing over to the small com­put­er.




    He knew there would be a com­put­er. Un­less the theft of his at­taché case had been sim­ply

    a ran­dom crime, it was cer­tain that the thief knew com­put­ers. But this, he thought,

    touch­ing a slen­der hol­low tube pro­trud­ing from the com­put­er’s open back. The tube was

    weld­ed to a five-​inch disc cov­ered with frames of mi­cro­cir­cuit­ry. It was al­most

    iden­ti­cal to the hard­ware he him­self had con­struct­ed in or­der to de­vel­op the Fol­croft

    Four’s ca­pa­bil­ity to tap oth­er com­put­er in­for­ma­tion banks through the di­rec­tion of

    short­wave sig­nals.




    “Re­mark­able,” he said. He re­al­ized that the tele­phone was still in his hand. “Re­peat.

    Abort self-​de­struct,” he said, his hands stray­ing back to the table­top com­put­er.




    On the oth­er end of the line, the Fol­croft com­put­ers whirred, clicked, and then died

    down. At the end, a Morse code trans­mis­sion read­ing, VOICE PRINT AC­CEPT­ED, SELF-​DE­STRUCT

    MECH­ANISM DE-​AC­TI­VAT­ED clat­tered out, and then the con­nec­tion was bro­ken.




    He set down the phone and gave his full at­ten­tion to the com­put­er. He knew he would have

    to dis­man­tle it and leave im­me­di­ate­ly, even though the beau­ty of the thing piqued his

    cu­rios­ity al­most to the point of phys­ical long­ing. He turned on the con­sole.

    Ex­per­imen­tal­ly his hand passed over three tiny glass cylin­ders. Who used glass any­more?

    he won­dered ex­cit­ed­ly. On­ly some­one who knew hard­ware well enough to cre­ate whole new

    cir­cuits.




    “Stop it,” he said aloud. He opened his leather case and se­lect­ed his tools for

    dis­mem­ber­ing the ma­chine.




    “2, 16, 28, 59,” he keyed, in at ran­dom. “FIND SE­QUENCE.”




    The lit­tle ma­chine spewed out num­bers un­til it or­ga­nized a math­emat­ical se­quence in

    twen­ty-​dig­it fig­ures. In­sert­ing a flat tool in­to a rec­og­niz­able cir­cuit, he watched

    the num­bers dis­ap­pear from the screen as he erased the se­quence-​find­ing func­tion.




    He poised the in­stru­ment over the re­main­ing ex­posed cir­cuit­ry and keyed in the

    com­put­er’s bi­ograph­ical file mode. He typed the first name that came to mind.




    “DON­NEL­LY, HUGO.”




    The ma­chine re­spond­ed:




    DON­NEL­LY, HUGO




    322 W. LIN­DEN DRIVE




    WASH., D.C. (RES.)




    B. 1927, PORT­LAND, ORE.




    MAR­RIED, AR­LENE NASH PALMER




    (DE­CEASED)




    1931-1957… ES­MER­AL­DA VALASQUEZ




    DON­NEL­LY, B. 1950…




    He stared at the in­for­ma­tion. It was pre­sent­ed in ex­act­ly the same way the Fol­croft

    com­put­ers would have giv­en it. But that wasn’t pos­si­ble. He had pro­grammed the Fol­croft

    bi­ograph­ical banks him­self. Of course, it may just be co­in­ci­dence, he thought.




    “SMITH, HAROLD W.,” he typed. No in­for­ma­tion banks in the world ex­cept for those at

    Fol­croft con­tained any pre­cise in­for­ma­tion about him­self, and even the Fol­croft

    com­put­ers didn’t re­lease Smith’s in­for­ma­tion with­out a spe­cial code.




    SMITH, HAROLD W, B. 1925




    RES. 426 WES­TACRE LANE, RYE, NY…




    MAR­RIED, IR­MA WIN­WOOD SMITH, B.




    1927…




    CHIL­DREN: 1 (F)F BETH JO ANN, B. 1955…




    OCC: DIR, FOL­CROFT SAN­ITAR­IUM, RYE,




    NY…




    OCC: DIR., CURE (REF: CURE, SPE­CIAL




    CODE 4201…26, OP­ER­ATIONAL MODE 58…




    MMC)…




    The in­stru­ment fell out of his hand.




    “Sur­prised, Dr. Smith?” a voice said soft­ly from the lad­der be­hind him. He whirled

    around.




    The first thing he saw was a pair of gray kid­skin gloves.




    He had been right. Ex­act­ly right. From her coat, Dar­cy De­voe ex­tract­ed a .38 Brown­ing

    re­volver.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-One




    “You flat­ter me,” Dar­cy said.




    “How did you gain ac­cess to my in­for­ma­tion banks?”




    She smiled. A re­al smile, de­void of the daz­zling im­be­cil­ity of Hugo Don­nel­ly’s

    sec­re­tary. She seemed like a dif­fer­ent wom­an now, her head poised el­egant­ly, the hands

    still, her eyes steady with cold in­tel­li­gence. “It wasn’t easy,” she said. “Al­though once

    I’d con­struct­ed the hard­ware, the rout­ing sig­nals were rel­ative­ly

    un­com­pli­cat­ed.”




    Smith nod­ded vague­ly. “You mon­itored the calls to my of­fice your­self.”




    “From Wash­ing­ton. I want­ed to know who your suc­ces­sor would be, so I hooked your

    tele­phone up to my com­put­er and ar­ranged it so that any call com­ing in­to Fol­croft– and

    con­se­quent­ly to the phone in your at­taché case– would ring both in my of­fice and at my

    home. I must say, it was a sur­prise to find you were still alive. But we’ll take care of that

    soon enough.”




    “I– I’ve been fol­lowed,” Smith said, stalling.




    Dar­cy laughed. “That’s a piti­ful at­tempt. I don’t imag­ine you’re much good at

    ly­ing.”




    “I’m not as good as you are.”




    “I might as well tell you right now, Dr. Smith, that there is no way you’re go­ing to

    es­cape from here, with or with­out your ex­traor­di­nary lit­tle helpers. I’ve in­stalled

    cer­tain fail­safe mea­sures to en­sure that. Speak­ing of your friends, I be­lieve they’ve

    re­cent­ly dis­posed of Mr. Don­nel­ly.”




    “That was just what you want­ed, I sup­pose,” Smith said. “First Es­mer­al­da, then Arnold,

    now Don­nel­ly. The last ob­sta­cle’s out of the way, as far as you’re con­cerned.”




    She raised an eye­brow. “That’s a good de­duc­tion. I like the way you think.” She looked at

    him thought­ful­ly. “Yes, I do. I feel I’ve come to know you through your com­put­ers. You have

    a clean mind. A use­ful mind. I haven’t un­der­es­ti­mat­ed it. From the minute you gave me

    that pho­ny card in Don­nel­ly’s of­fice, I guessed you knew much more than you ap­peared to.

    You hide your abil­ities well.”




    “The same could be said about you.”




    Dar­cy laughed. “Are you re­fer­ring to my of­fice per­sona? I thought I per­formed that

    role rather well.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “Er… your com­put­er. It’s very good.”




    “Thank you. I take that as a great com­pli­ment. But what you’re re­al­ly get­ting at is,

    how did I con­struct it? You’ve looked in­to my back­ground, of course.”




    “Yes,” Smith said. “That’s what puz­zles me. I know that you grew up here, in this town. In

    this house. You have no ed­uca­tion to speak of. If you don’t mind my ask­ing…”




    He blushed. It was all very strange. Here he was, held at gun­point by an ob­vi­ous men­ace

    to ev­ery­thing he held dear, and yet he felt like a school­boy ask­ing a girl to dance.




    She watched him. Her eyes twin­kled. “No, I don’t mind,” she said. “I taught my­self. I read

    ev­ery­thing I could about ev­ery­thing. I sat up till dawn ev­ery night for twelve years to

    learn how to think. When I was twen­ty-​six years old, I went to work for a com­put­er

    man­ufac­tur­ing com­pa­ny, on the as­sem­bly line. That’s where I learned how these ma­chines

    worked. I stole some parts, stud­ied them at home, and brought them back be­fore they were

    missed. It was a pas­sion with me…. Do you find that im­pos­si­ble to be­lieve about a

    wom­an?”




    “No,” Smith said sim­ply. “On­ly… you could have put your gifts to bet­ter use.”




    “I’ve found a way to make all the mon­ey I’ll ev­er need,” Dar­cy said. “That’s the best use

    I can think of.”




    “That’s not true–“




    “Don’t lec­ture me, Smith. You didn’t have to grow up in a hole like this. You didn’t have

    to drop out of school in the eighth grade to clean hous­es so that your old la­dy could keep

    her­self in smack.”




    “John­ny Ar­ca­di used to op­er­ate in this area a long time ago. You knew him, I

    gath­er?”




    “I knew him, all right,” she said, her eyes nar­row­ing. “If it weren’t for Ar­ca­di, I

    might have had a pair of shoes that weren’t al­ready worn out by the time I got them. I might

    have eat­en a hot meal when I was a kid. I might not have had to find my moth­er dead at the

    age of thir­ty-​five. Oh, Ar­ca­di and I go back a long way. A long way.” The ha­tred fair­ly

    oozed out of her. “Noth­ing pleased me more than to shoot that fat bas­tard be­tween the

    eyes.”




    “But not un­til you’d learned what you need­ed to know about the black-​mar­ket drug

    busi­ness from him,” Smith said.




    “Why not? For all I’d learned in the fac­to­ry, I couldn’t get a de­cent job. Think any­one

    wants to hire a com­put­er de­sign­er with an eighth grade ed­uca­tion? The on­ly way I knew

    how to make mon­ey was John­ny Ar­ca­di’s way. And he taught me a lot, be­lieve me. John­ny

    even in­tro­duced me to Arnold, you know.”




    “I guessed as much. You un­doubt­ed­ly stole Arnold’s ideas, too.”




    “Don’t make me laugh,” Dar­cy said. “Arnold didn’t have any ideas. He was noth­ing but a

    brainy, spoiled kid who was look­ing for ad­ven­ture. Af­ter he in­vent­ed the hero­in-​laced

    cof­fee, he tramped around Mi­ami for three months search­ing for a drug deal­er to dis­tribute

    his beans. He found John­ny.”




    “Did Ar­ca­di agree to deal?”




    Dar­cy made a face. “Ar­ca­di had the imag­ina­tion of a frog. He thought the kid was crazy.

    Wouldn’t even look at the cof­fee beans. Be­sides, he thought noth­ing would ev­er re­place

    in­jectable hero­in, the ass. But I knew Arnold had some­thing. We be­came… very close. He got

    me the job with his fa­ther, who was an even big­ger fool than he was. But use­ful. Once I

    learned how Don­nel­ly’s of­fice op­er­at­ed, I knew the plan for ex­port­ing Arnold’s cof­fee

    would work. It was easy to get Don­nel­ly to go along. He did all the leg­work. With me to run

    the of­fice in Wash­ing­ton, he was free to trav­el.”




    She wiped some dust off the com­put­er con­sole with her free hand. “Good old ‘George

    Brown.’ Don­nel­ly set up all our Amer­ican cus­tomers. They’re not go­ing to stop drink­ing

    the cof­fee now, you know, just be­cause it’s il­le­gal. An ad­dict is an ad­dict.”




    “You’ve cre­at­ed mil­lions of them.”




    “Quite,” she said. “The black mar­ket in this coun­try alone will bring in stag­ger­ing

    prof­its. And once I’m in Don­nel­ly’s job, the Pe­ru­vini­an cof­fee will be dis­tribut­ed

    world­wide. Since it looks just like reg­ular cof­fee beans, I can ship it in broad day­light.

    Think of it– the biggest-​sell­ing il­le­gal drug on earth, and I’ll own ev­ery bit of it.”




    “How are you go­ing to get Don­nel­ly’s job?” Smith asked. “You’re on­ly his

    sec­re­tary.”




    Her face was in­no­cent. “Why, through CURE, of course,” she said.




    “You’re go­ing to black­mail the gov­ern­ment.”




    “And they’ll ac­cept, too. Be­cause I’m not ask­ing for much. No huge sums of mon­ey, no

    nu­cle­ar bombs. All I want in ex­change for my si­lence about CURE is a job. Don­nel­ly’s job.

    Oh, I can pull it off. All very fluffy and earnest. And I’ll on­ly need the job long enough to

    es­tab­lish my con­tacts in for­eign coun­tries. The CIA won’t have enough time to have me

    killed.”




    She smiled. “I have to thank you for that. If you hadn’t come in­to the of­fice when you

    did. I’d have been forced to keep Arnold and Don­nel­ly alive and share the wealth. I must say

    your tim­ing has been per­fect. Don’t move.” She pressed the bar­rel of the re­volver in­to

    Smith’s tem­ple.




    Smith froze.




    “There’s a car out­side. Tell your friends to come down here.” She jammed the weapon clos­er

    against his flesh.




    “No,” he said qui­et­ly.




    “Re­mo. Chi­un,” she called. “You have five sec­onds to come down here, or the gal­lant Dr.

    Smith gets a bul­let through his head.”




    Silent­ly Re­mo and Chi­un de­scend­ed the lad­der.




    “Kill her,” Smith said. “Let her shoot. Then kill her. That’s an or­der.”




    “It is one we can­not obey,” Chi­un said, and fold­ed his arms in his sleeves.




    “How touch­ing­ly loy­al,” Dar­cy said. “How did you find me?”




    “There was on­ly one black Cadil­lac Seville pulling out of the park­ing lot,” Re­mo said.

    “I fig­ured it was you in the car that led me to Pap­py Eisen­stein. We trailed you to the

    air­port. It was easy to track you down on this end by your de­scrip­tion.”




    “I re­mem­bered you,” Chi­un said. “When you were leav­ing the of­fice. I re­mem­bered that

    Mr. Ar­ca­di was in his car when I in­ter­cept­ed him. You were with him.”




    “Ah, yes in­deed,” Dar­cy said. “Your em­ploy­er and I were just dis­cussing Mr. Ar­ca­di.

    You see, I didn’t stop see­ing John­ny when I met Arnold. I went back to kill him. His

    use­ful­ness was over, you see. But our Ori­en­tal friend here snatched Ar­ca­di out of my

    arms, and led me di­rect­ly to Re­mo. That was the be­gin­ning of how I learned about you and

    CURE.” She sighed. “Re­al­ly, Smith. You should have stayed out of this. I on­ly want­ed to put

    Ar­ca­di out of his mis­ery.”




    “And Has­sam,” Re­mo said. “And ev­ery­one in his house. And Pap­py. And the guys in the

    ware­house. And the men in the plane. There must have been a lot of mis­ery go­ing around.”




    “Oh, my,” she said, smil­ing. “Nev­er have so many giv­en so much. And all for li’l ole

    Dar­cy De­voe. But I couldn’t very well have kept them alive, could I?”




    “What about me?” Re­mo asked. “Why didn’t you get rid of me in the first place?”




    “How could I? I saw you fight. I knew what you could do. I was hop­ing the ex­plo­sion in

    the plane would have done the trick, but even that didn’t work. In the end, though, I was glad.

    You killed Don­nel­ly for me.”




    “You can’t keep killing ev­ery­one who knows about you,” Smith said. “Pret­ty soon you’ll

    have to kill off the whole world.”




    “Oh, I don’t think so. I’ll have a nice lit­tle life in Pe­ruvina. Build a new house,

    trav­el…”




    “How is Pe­ruvina yours?” Re­mo asked. “Maybe you were Arnold’s part­ner, but–“




    “She was Arnold’s wife,” Smith said. “Her re­al name is Lin­da Smith. Ac­cord­ing to my

    in­for­ma­tion, Arnold Don­nel­ly mar­ried a Lin­da Smith five months ago. Es­mer­al­da’s

    prop­er­ty went to Don­nel­ly and his son up­on her death. When they died, it all be­came the

    es­tate of Lin­da Smith.”




    “And no one knows who Lin­da Smith is,” Re­mo said. “Very con­ve­nient.”




    “Poor Arnold,” Dar­cy sighed. “He was such a nice lit­tle hus­band, too. He even agreed to

    kill him­self rather than face the po­lice or jail. I said I’d do the same. He be­lieved we’d

    be in par­adise to­geth­er now.”




    “With no con­fes­sions to the law,” Re­mo said.




    Dar­cy shook her head. “Arnold was a re­al twerp. But use­ful.”




    “Does ev­ery­thing and ev­ery­one in your life have to be use­ful?” Smith asked.




    She looked blank. “Well, cer­tain­ly,” she said. “What a ridicu­lous ques­tion,

    es­pe­cial­ly from you. Don’t pre­tend not to un­der­stand me, Dr. Smith. Be­cause I

    un­der­stand you. We’re two of a kind. Thor­ough, cau­tious, se­cre­tive. I do be­lieve,

    Harold, that if I didn’t have to kill you, I would have fall­en in love with you. You re­al­ly

    shouldn’t have in­ter­fered. We could have been hap­py to­geth­er.”




    With the re­volver still trained on Smith, she picked up the at­taché case and placed the

    portable tele­phone in­side it. “And now, gen­tle­men, I have to be go­ing.”




    She pressed a com­bi­na­tion of keys on the com­put­er. The ma­chine emit­ted a low hum that

    grew loud­er. Be­hind her, on the wall op­po­site the lad­der en­trance, a nar­row steel pan­el

    slid open.




    “The mag­ic of sci­ence,” she said, back­ing through it. When she had gone, the pan­el slid

    shut again. Af­ter a few sec­onds a deep rum­ble sound­ed be­hind it.




    “She let us live,” Smith said.




    Re­mo eyed the com­put­er. It was grow­ing loud­er by the sec­ond. He switched off the

    pow­er but­ton. Noth­ing hap­pened.




    “Like hell,” he said, shov­ing Smith to­ward the wall. “This thing’s a bomb.”




    Chi­un was al­ready at the met­al pan­el, trac­ing its out­line with his fin­ger­nail. The

    pan­el loos­ened. He pressed hard­er against it. It wouldn’t give. He pulled it out. Be­hind it

    was a wall of sol­id earth.




    “It filled in to block the en­trance when she left,” Smith re­al­ized. “There is an­oth­er

    way out, but–“




    Re­mo was climb­ing the lad­der.




    “Don’t!” Smith shout­ed.




    The jolt of elec­tric­ity from the open­ing sent Re­mo fly­ing back­ward in­to the room, the

    skin of his hand black­ened. His face was con­tort­ed in pain.




    “My bad hand,” he growled.




    Re­mo felt the pain em­anat­ing like waves from his in­jured hand. First a bul­let, then

    elec­tric­ity. Of the two, he far pre­ferred the bul­let. Noth­ing hurt like elec­tric shock,

    be­cause it brought fear along with the pain. Ev­ery nerve end­ing in his sen­si­tive sys­tem

    seemed to be scream­ing. Not elec­tric­ity! Fire, bul­lets, knives, but not elec­tric­ity.




    He had once been sen­tenced to die in an elec­tric chair…




    “She’s re­set the charge through the com­put­er,” Smith said, open­ing his leather tool kit.

    “Maybe I can dis­man­tle this.” He turned a cou­ple of screws, re­ar­ranged some wires.

    “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, I don’t know this ma­chine. It could take hours, and she’s prob­ably got

    the ex­plo­sive, wher­ev­er that is, on some kind of timer to al­low her a few min­utes to get

    away.”




    “Can we dig our way out?” Re­mo asked.




    “Too slow,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo re­gard­ed the walls. They were all un­der­ground, sur­round­ed by earth. It would be

    no use break­ing through them. There wasn’t enough time to tun­nel them­selves out.




    The ceil­ing? Re­mo thought. Pos­si­ble. “Smit­ty, is the whole area up there

    elec­tri­fied?”




    “No. Just the open­ing. If I could on­ly dis­man­tle that from here…” He probed deep­er

    in­to the ma­chine. “Would you test this?”




    Re­mo took a piece of pa­per, spat on it, and rolled it in­to a ball. He tossed it through

    the open­ing. Sparks flew.




    “All right,” Smith said. “How’s this?”




    The same re­ac­tion.




    Chi­un was look­ing up to­ward the open­ing thought­ful­ly. “Let me see your hand,” the old

    man said.




    Re­mo showed him. The flesh was en­tire­ly charred. He couldn’t make a fist. “Lit­tle

    Fa­ther, could we–“




    “No,” Chi­un said, look­ing at the elec­tri­fied en­trance­way. “Burn­ing could not be

    avoid­ed. Or death. Even for such as us. We will wait for the Em­per­or.” He moved to a spot in

    the cen­ter of the floor and sat down in full lo­tus po­si­tion.




    Smith was drenched with sweat. “Did that do it?”




    Re­mo tossed his pa­per ball again. “No.”




    Out­side, the big en­gine of Dar­cy’s Cadil­lac roared. Re­mo felt-​afraid.




    Noth­ing would be worse than dy­ing by elec­tric shock, he thought. The burns, a thou­sand

    times worse than fire… It would be bet­ter to die in the ex­plo­sion.




    And then again, maybe they wouldn’t die. Smith might make it in time.




    “Try that.”




    Sparks en­cir­cled the pa­per ball.




    Chi­un wait­ed pa­tient­ly to die. Smith would go, too, Re­mo thought. Poor Smit­ty. He was

    al­ready so bat­tered, and scared out of his pants. They’d all be gone in a minute. There

    prob­ably wouldn’t even be any pain. Just a lot of pres­sure, and then… Not like elec­tric­ity.

    Agony for end­less min­utes while you fried, burned to death.




    “Now?” Smith asked.




    “No, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said.




    There was no time left.




    Burned to death…




    He crouched on the lad­der, fo­cus­ing his en­tire mind on the open­ing above him.




    “What are you do­ing?” Smith called, but in Re­mo’s mind his voice was al­ready re­ced­ing

    in­to an­oth­er plane, an ex­is­tence Re­mo was leav­ing far be­hind. He was en­ter­ing the

    sphere of the pos­si­bil­ity, the di­men­sion in which there were no rules.




    There is no fear. Con­quer the fear and you will con­quer the pain. No fear. No fear. I am

    whole. I am un­afraid. I am ready.




    He shot up­ward, his arms en­cir­cling his head, his legs lift­ing ef­fort­less­ly, fly­ing

    through time and space, il­lu­mi­nat­ed by the light of burn­ing stars, touched by the essence

    of the uni­verse. In that mo­ment, he saw all, felt all, ex­pe­ri­enced all, suf­fered all.

    Pain and beau­ty, ec­sta­sy and de­spair. All of the strings con­nect­ing him to life

    vi­brat­ed with great mu­sic be­fore they snapped and sent him float­ing in­to a void of

    un­speak­able peace.




    He was free.




    And then he was de­scend­ing, snatched back, yanked by one string that was stronger than the

    oth­ers. It was un­pleas­ant. He tried to rid him­self of the thread, wound round him like a

    steel bond, but it was in­fused in­to his very soul, and it dragged him back, back through ages

    of dark­ness, out of the peace of eter­ni­ty, in­to a place of ter­ri­ble pain, so ter­ri­ble

    that he screamed aloud, and the shock of the scream brought him fur­ther down… No… to the

    depths of suf­fer­ing, so bad he want­ed to weep with it. Oh earth! Can’t re­sist… oh, frag­ile

    life. Chi­un, why have you brought me back?




    The mu­sic and light were gone. He lay in the nar­row land­ing be­tween the floor­boards of

    the house and the ceil­ing of the base­ment. And some­how his legs moved hard enough to kick

    out a sec­tion of the floor­ing, and then Smith’s face ap­peared through the splin­tered wood

    and Chi­un was be­hind push­ing Smit­ty out.




    Chi­un car­ried Re­mo out­side. It was so pret­ty out there in the open air that he for­got

    all about fly­ing through space, and if any­one would have told him about it, he’d have said

    they had a screw loose.




    On­ly he did re­mem­ber the mu­sic for a few min­utes af­ter­ward, and that was what he

    lis­tened to as he watched Chi­un catch a big black Cad­die on foot and drag some wom­an who

    was wail­ing like a ban­shee out of it and then toss her like a foot­ball in­to this emp­ty

    house where she must have ex­plod­ed, be­cause the house went up like a stick of dy­na­mite,

    the way trees do in war movies, eat­en up by a ball of fire, all to the tune of this mag­ic

    mu­sic that he had to lis­ten to with all his might be­cause even in his mem­ory it was fad­ing

    so fast.




    It was beau­ti­ful.




    He couldn’t un­der­stand why Smit­ty looked so sad.




    üEpi­logue




    Re­mo woke up in a sun­ny room in Fol­croft San­itar­ium. He was cov­ered with ban­dages

    from his scalp down­ward. On an­oth­er bed in the same room lay Harold Smith, a bot­tle of

    plas­ma drip­ping slow­ly in­to his arm.




    “Where’s Chi­un?” Re­mo mum­bled through the nar­row mouth slit in his ban­dages.




    “Out­side. He’s ter­ror­iz­ing the staff.”




    “How bad are we?”




    “You’re worse than I am,” Smith said. “How much do you re­mem­ber?”




    “Ev­ery­thing up to go­ing through that hole in the house in In­di­ana.”




    “That’s good,” Smith said weak­ly.




    “All I can see is light and dark. Am I blind?”




    “I don’t think so. The doc­tors say the ban­dages will come off in a few days.”




    Re­mo slept. It was dark when he awoke again. “Are you work­ing?” he asked when he came

    to.




    “I have a tem­po­rary sec­re­tary come in twice a day,” Smith said.




    “What’d you do about Pe­ruvina?”




    “Cod­ed mes­sage to the CIA. The pop­pies have been burned to the ground, and Arnold’s

    lab­ora­to­ry has been de­stroyed.”




    “Is the girl from Has­sam’s dead?”




    “The dancer? No, she’s re­cov­er­ing, sur­pris­ing­ly.”




    “Send her some flow­ers for me, okay?”




    “She’s a wit­ness,” Smith said.




    “Wasn’t it you who said you can’t kill off ev­ery­body who knows any­thing?”




    “That was dif­fer­ent.”




    “Hey–“




    “All right,” Smith grum­bled. “Just get some rest. And let me.”




    “You’ve got to do some­thing else,” Re­mo whis­pered be­fore he slipped out of

    con­scious­ness.




    It was light again when he awoke.




    “What do you want?” Smith asked.




    “A pi­lot named Thomp­son,” Re­mo said. “He was ar­rest­ed in a mil­itary hos­pi­tal on

    Malagua Is­land.”




    “En­list­ed?”




    “Civil­ian. Get him out of jail.”




    There was a long pause. It may have been days. “Why?” Smith asked.




    “He’s in­no­cent. Sort of.”




    “Sort of? I can’t–“




    “Get him out of the slam­mer and send him to the Caribbean.”




    “What?”




    “And give him a plane. A DC-3.”




    “You’re deliri­ous.”




    “Smit­ty. Do it for me. Be­cause you’re a friend.”




    “Don’t be ab­surd.”




    “Then do it for me be­cause I’ll break your face when I get out of here if you don’t,” Re­mo

    said sleep­ily.




    Smith grunt­ed.




    “She wasn’t right, was she?”




    “Who?”




    “Dar­cy De­voe. She said you were two of a kind. Are you?”




    Re­mo slept.




    “Are you?” he asked the fol­low­ing evening.




    “Yes, I sup­pose I am.”




    “Did you love her?”




    “I’m a mar­ried man,” Smith said.




    “Oh, come on.”




    Smith sat up. The tube was out of his arm. “No. No, I didn’t.”




    “But you could have.”




    “We could all do a lot of things. We don’t,” Smith said terse­ly. “She’s dead, you

    know.”




    “Yeah, I fig­ured. I’m sor­ry.”




    “Don’t be.”




    “I want­ed to stop killing once. It can’t be done.”




    “I un­der­stand,” Smith said.




    “No, you don’t. I don’t. But that’s just the way it is. Some peo­ple have to die.”




    “I sup­pose so,” Smith said. He cleared his throat.




    It was light. Re­mo opened his eyes. The ban­dages had been re­moved. Smith sat in bed, a

    break­fast tray cov­ered with pa­pers on his lap.




    “Hey, I can see.”




    Smith looked over, an­noyed at be­ing in­ter­rupt­ed. “Er… That’s fine.”




    “Did you do it? Get Thomp­son out?”




    “I’m try­ing to work.” Smith turned back to his pa­pers.




    “Well?”




    “Yes, I did,” Smith said ir­ri­ta­bly. “Al­though I’ll nev­er un­der­stand why. I must not

    have been my­self.”




    Re­mo smiled. “Thanks,” he said.




    Smith rus­tled his pa­pers and pre­tend­ed to read.




    the end
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