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INTRODUCTION


“FOR AN ATTIC ON Garfield Avenue and bologna sandwiches on cheap white bread and Pathmark gin and rolling inner tubes across backyard pools…when all the world made sense and even dreams had right sizes.”


That was Dick Sapir being nostalgic in a Destroyer dedication a couple or three dozen books back. And why not a little nostalgia? We had written a book that nobody would buy for eight years and then we were “overnight” successes. Nostalg away, Dick. You earned it.


And now Destroyer Number 75.


Seventy-five books in seventeen years. Almost five million published words. And still at it, still trying to get it right.


Five million words. Maybe you’ll understand better how many that is if you remember that Arthur Conan Doyle wrote about five percent that many about Sherlock Holmes before he got tired of him and tried to kill him off.


Five million words. As many memories. As many laughs.


This wasn’t one of them: “Before tackling a novel you ought to try writing short stories.” That was the first agent we sent the Destroyer manuscript to.


And the second agent. This genius, after cashing our check for reading fees, suggested we end the book by killing off the hero, Remo Williams. “You wrote this like a series book,” he told us, “and nobody publishes series books.”


Nothing’s more stupid than the conventional wisdom, so we sat on the sidelines and waited and eight years later, in 1971, got published—thanks to Dick’s father, the dentist, and a publishing secretary with papier-mâché teeth—and after our series sold its first million copies, Sapir sent both agents a telegram—ten years later now—and said “Go to hell.” He never forgot; he never forgave.


Five million words. About one argument every million words.


One screamer. In Destroyer 5, Dr. Quake, Sapir kills Chiun, the old Oriental assassin around whom the series revolves.


“Can’t do this,” Murphy says. “Can’t kill Chiun.”


“It’s a great scene,” Sapir says. “Why can’t I kill him?”


“Because everybody will stop reading the books and we’ll have to go back to work at the car wash.”


“Well, if you’re going to nitpick everything I try to do…” Sapir says.


Chiun survived. So did the books. In America. Then in Europe. Eventually all over the world. Twelve languages. Twenty-five million copies.


Five million words.


A telegram arrives. It reads: “Murphy, you’re done. Partnership is over. Contact my lawyer. Richard Sapir.”


An hour later, another telegram. “Dear Warren. Ignore previous telegram. Some dastard has stolen my Western Union credit card and is offending all the people I hold most dear. Your friend, Dick.”


It was never brought up again. Never knew what it was about.


Five million words.


Sometimes it’s good not to think too much about what you’re doing and just go ahead and do it.


If we knew that what we were writing was a satire on the whole men’s adventure genre, maybe we would have started taking ourselves seriously.


And then maybe we would have missed out on seizing that radio station the day Dick bought the bad gin and we got away with doing fifteen minutes of Radio Free Hoboken until they got the door open and threw us out.


Maybe if we had known we were promulgating one of the most enduring myths in all pop fiction—the brash young Westerner trained in the secret arts by a wily aged Oriental—maybe it would not have been so much fun.


Maybe we couldn’t have kept boa constrictors in that ratty hotel room in Jersey City or thrown pizza dough at the opera singer.


Five million words and maybe if we had thought they were important, maybe we wouldn’t have overturned the boat and had to swim for it. Maybe Dick would remember where and when he totaled Murphy’s new car before delivering it back with two flat tires, a ripped-off door and a red presentation ribbon on the hood.


Maybe we never would have had that football game in the hotel hallway in Atlantic City.


Maybe we wouldn’t have liked each other.


But it was a long time ago and we didn’t know any better and dreams still had right sizes.


Five million words. Seventy-five books. Not as good as we wanted, because nothing ever is, but a lot better than those early covers would lead you to believe.


Sapir went off on a separate career and wrote a handful of wonderful, enduring books, like The Far Arena, The Body, Quest, masterworks of myth that belatedly started to get him the critical attention something called The Destroyer series never could.


But he never gave up The Destroyer, and in many of these books are a lot of people he met and liked and a lot more he met and hated and things he appreciated and things that annoyed him, including, often, his partner.


Five million words and now book number 75. And not so much fun anymore.


Richard Ben Sapir died in January 1987, in the sunny afternoon of his life, in full control of his wonderful talent; in the warm surrounds of his loving family and friends. A lot of words have been written about him since then, some look-Ma-I’m-writing encomiums from people whose warm words would have been appreciated more while he was living.


But he never needed anybody else’s words and he still doesn’t, even in a valedictory. In a big piece of almost five million words he wrote his own.


Asked once how he could equate his career as a serious novelist with his other career doing The Destroyer, Dick Sapir said: “The Destroyer is what it is. It is good. And that’s enough. There are not many good things in this world and Warren and I are part of one.”


Amen, brother. We keep trying.


—Warren Murphy




CHAPTER ONE


CAPTAIN CLAIBORNE GRIMM WAS not at his command post when the Sonalert started beeping.


Although he was missile warning and control officer at the PAVE PAWS radar tower at the far end of Georgia’s Robbins Air Force Base, national security did not preclude a trip to the john. And there was nothing in Air Force regs about bringing along a book to pass the time.


There was a lot of time to pass in the ten-story PAVE PAWS complex. Especially at three o’clock in the morning with an unheeding moon silvering the wedge-shaped blue building. The entire structure was run by computer. From the Modcomp system steering the phased array of 2,677 radiating elements that were shielded behind the building’s eastern face to the twin CDC Cyber 174 data processors, there was little need for human beings at the console screens.


One of four identical sites scattered throughout the United States, the PAVE PAWS radar system’s primary task was to detect the launching of submarine-based ballistic missiles. It was the last line of detection in the event of global war. Conventional wisdom had it that World War III would begin with massive land-based launches targeted at opposing land-based launch sites. NORAD’s Spacetrack satellite system was responsible for detecting those first-strike launchings. If anyone survived to give orders for a second strike, America’s submarine fleet would presumably still be intact to discharge that mission. By that time, Captain Grimm reasoned, the PAVE PAWS network designed to detect enemy submarine launchings would be so many floating particles-and never mind the Pentagon’s crap about survivable mission-critical circuits.


So when the alarm beeped, warning of a possible submarine launch, Captain Grimm turned the page of his book. He was at a really good part. The blond with the big knockers was about to go down on the hero. Besides, the system had probably just picked up another satellite decaying out of orbit. But because he was a trained Air Force officer, Grimm kept an ear cocked for the status officer to hit the reset button, indicating a nonthreat situation.


When the beeper finally cut out, Grimm relaxed.


Then from the tactical operations room came a fearful cry.


“An event, sir!”


Captain Grimm stumbled out of the john, his feet tripping over his lowered trousers. He did not pull them up even after he found his post among the bank of six consoles. If this was real, there would be less than fifteen minutes from launch to impact.


Grimm shot a hard glance at the Global Display screen. Outlined in luminous green was the continental United States, centered between Europe and Asia.


Over the black space that represented the Atlantic Ocean floated a green tracking symbol that he’d seen only in training exercises. A glowing letter U. The U stood for “Unknown.”


“Satellite?” he demanded of the status officer.


“The software says no.”


“Then it’s gotta be an air-breather.”


“Negative, sir. Software confirms that it’s not a conventional aircraft.”


“Can’t you-I mean it-identify it?” Captain Grimm shouted.


“Mission software refuses to sort it, sir!” the status officer, a lieutenant, said sharply.


Still in his shorts, Captain Grimm got behind a second console. According to his Global Display, the unknown object was approaching the apogee of its trajectory. He touched the glowing U with his lightpen and hit a console key. The U was magnified by a factor of two. Tiny jaggededged boxes suddenly became visible as they flew off from the U symbol.


“It’s shedding fragments,” Captain Grimm said in a relieved voice. “It may be breaking up.” But then he saw the speed of the thing. It was very fast. Faster than any known missile.


“It should be dropping its final stage at this point,” the lieutenant said worriedly.


“No,” Captain Grimm said. “No stages. Nothing.”


“It has to. Maybe you’re reading a tank box for a fragment.”


Hitting a key, Captain Grimm deleted the fragments from the display. Only the U symbol remained.


“Damn,” said the lieutenant, fervently cursing the automated system that made the operator as redundant as the backup console. “What have we got here?”


“A drill. It’s gotta be a drill,” said Grimm, reaching for a phone.


“Maintenance, we in a test mode?” he barked into the receiver.


The reply was surreally flat. “No, sir.”


“Training mode, then?”


“No. Everything’s up. Everything’s running.”


Captain Grimm lowered the phone with a trembling hand.


“It’s gotta be a glitch in the software,” he said.


“Sir, the software confirms that the unknown is ballistic.”


“Oh, my God! Launch point?”


“The system can’t pinpoint, sir. It’s a ground launch. Point of origin beyond our operating parameters.”


“Ground! Then why are we dealing with it? Where’s Spacetrack? This is their responsibility. They should already have this thing in inventory and be feeding it to us.”


“I don’t know, sir,” said the lieutenant, looking at the Object Table display. “But it’s heading for the east coast.”


“We gotta call it. High, medium, or low?”


“We can’t go low. There’s definitely something up there.”


“Threat or nonthreat?”


“It’s not a known missile, but it’s ballistic. I’d go high.”


“High it is,” said Captain Grimm, hitting the high-confidence button that alerted the entire complex that they had a real situation. He tapped a key, touched the screen with his lightpen, and an expanded outline of the U.S. filled his screen. On the lower east coast a glowing green circle encompassed an area from North Carolina to New York City. As the inexorably moving U on the other screen inched across the Atlantic, and the software steadily computed the probable impact point, the circle shrank. “Could be Washington,” the lieutenant said in a shaky voice.


“There’s only one object. It has to be Washington,” Grimm rasped. “They must be crazy to launch only one object.” He reached for the direct line to NORAD.


Deep in the North American Air Defense Command’s Cheyenne Mountain complex, the Air Force general designated as CINCNORAD put down his red telephone. He looked out the Plexiglas of his command booth at status officers hunched over computer consoles like space-age scriveners. On the huge status panel overlooking the room, a blinking green object showed above a simulated horizon. It was larger than a warhead but smaller than a missile. And it was coming down fast. There was no time to think, never mind identify the unknown. Trembling, he picked up the White House hot line and asked for the President.


The President of the United States snored happily. It had been one of the great days in his life. He could hardly wait to get up the next morning to tackle the challenge of the Oval Office. But even an eager new President had to sleep, and so he slept.


He did not sleep long.


Two Secret Service agents burst into the room.


The President’s wife bolted up from her pillows the instant the light clicked on. She reached for a dressing gown. Her fingertips grazed the pink chiffon briefly, and then one of the grim-faced Secret Service agents literally pulled her out of bed and hustled her out the door to a waiting elevator.


The First Lady screamed.


That woke the President. Seeing a hulking man looming over him, he asked a natural question.


“What is it? What’s happening?”


“No time,” the agent snapped. “It’s for your own good, sir. Now, come with me, please.”


The President reached for the nightstand drawer, where a red telephone lay. The Secret Service agent plucked the receiver from his hand and picked him up bodily. The chief executive was carried out of his bedroom, his eyes on the red telephone as if it were water and he was lost in the Gobi Desert.


The President was not set down until he was in the elevator. He stood in candy-cane pajamas, blinking rapidly. The Secret Service agents had faces that resembled cut stone. But they looked healthy compared to the face of the man carrying the aluminum suitcase. Sleepily the President tried to remember who the third man was. He could not. But he did remember the briefing when they had told him that the aluminum suitcase was called the “football” and it contained the special codes needed to launch America’s nuclear arsenal.


Then it dawned on the President that the elevator had passed the White House basement and kept on going-deep, deep into the sub-sub-sub-basement nearly a mile under impenetrable bedrock and lead radiation shielding, And he knew.


“It’s not fair,” the President of the United States moaned. “This was going to be my first day in office!”


At the PAVE PAWS station at Robbins Air Force Base, Captain Grimm watched as the green circle shrank remorselessly, like a closing noose. It became the size of a half-dollar. Then a quarter. Then a nickel. Before it irised down to the size of a dime, a letter I appeared directly over Washington, D. C.-and then there could be no question about the point of impact.


The green circle squeezed into a dot and froze like a dead man’s pupil.


“That’s it,” Grimm said huskily. “Washington is gone.” He felt drained. Then he remembered to pull up his pants.


The precise point of impact was Lafayette Park, directly in front of the White House. The naked trees were rimed with late-January ice. It was exactly 3:13 A.M., so the park was deserted.


Washington, D.C. woke up to a sonic boom mixed with a noise like a tape of a car-crashing machine being played back at high speed. The ground jumped. The tremors were felt as far away as Alexandria, Virginia.


White steam hung over the hole in Lafayette Park. It was not a large hole, perhaps fifteen feet in diameter. But the superheated air escaping from the pit instantly melted the ice off the trees and turned the hard-frozen ground into the consistency of oatmeal and created billows of steam.


First on the scene was a police cruiser. It pulled up and two patrolmen spilled out. They approached the hole, which glowed cherry red, but the heat beat them back. After some discussion, they called it in as a brush fire. That brought the fire department.


Firemen lugged hoses as close as they could and poured water down the hole. That was a mistake. The water turned to steam. Those closest to the pit were scalded and had to be rushed to the hospital. The hoses were dragged back and, from a safer distance, the firemen tried again.


The next jets of water brought more steam. From deep within the hole there came loud snapping and hissing like water on a skillet magnified a thousand times. For several hours the Washington fire department sprayed water into the hole. Every hour, there was less steam. Gradually the cherry glow turned dull orange, then yellow. Finally it faded altogether.


The fire chief put on an oxygen mask and, carrying a heavy flashlight, approached the edge of the pit. He lay on his stomach and peered down. The rising air hit his exposed brow with tropical humidity. He turned on the flashlight.


The hole was much deeper than he’d expected. Whatever had hit, it had impacted with incredible force. The bottom of the pit was very black and buried under a foot of water. There was no way to discern what lay under the water, although the fire chief spent the better part of twenty minutes trying. He gave up when he leaned over too far and the flashlight jerked from his hand. It disappeared in the water.


It was nearly dawn by the time an Air Force investigation team arrived. They wore white anti-contamination suits and raced around the now-quiescent hole with clicking Geiger counters. The counters picked up only normal background radiation. The suits came off and heavy equipment was brought up as the firemen were ordered to vacate the site by a two-star general.


General Martin S. Leiber kept his suit on. He was a senior procurement officer with the Pentagon. No way was he going to get a face full of radiation. In fact, he wouldn’t be here at all, but he happened to be senior officer at the Pentagon when word came from the White House. The President wanted to know if Washington was still standing. General Martin S. Leiber promised the President of the United States that he would look into the situation and get back to him within a few days. The fact that Washington looked perfectly normal from his office window was of little consequence. General Leiber was only five years from retirement. No way was he going to get his ass in a sling this close to the jackpot. Especially with a new President.


General Leiber had returned to his poker game, looked at his hand, and decided to play it out. A major beat his two pairs with a royal flush. General Leiber called the game and ordered the major to get the poop on the Washington survivability question. That would teach the bastard.


When the major returned with word of the possible missile strike on Lafayette Park, General Leiber saw stars. Specifically, one more on each shoulder. Although it was against his best bureaucratic instincts, he personally led the Air Force team to Lafayette Park. But just to make sure, he put Major Royal Flush in operational command.


Now, with the sun climbing toward noon, the general walked up to the major, a serious expression on his gruff face.


“What do you think this sucker is?” he demanded.


“We have unusually high levels of magnetism,” the major said. “But no radiation or other lethal agents. I think we should fish for a piece of whatever’s down there.”


It sounded noncontroversial, so General Leiber said, “Do it!”


A derrick was driven onto the dead grass. Its treads sank into the mushy ground at the edge of the hole. It looked as if it would tip into the pit, but eventually it stabilized.


The steel jaws descended into the hole. And got stuck.


They finally came up with a jagged swatch of metal that dripped water. The metal was black and pitted. The derrick deposited it on a white tarp that had been laid on the ground.


The Air Force team swiftly surrounded it. The major tapped it with a retractable ball-point pen. The pen stuck too.


“I don’t understand,” he said softly.


“What’s that?” General Leiber asked.


“Iron. This appears to be solid iron.”


“I never heard of a nuclear missile with iron parts.”


“We don’t know that this is any such thing,” the major pointed out. “Could be a meteor. They contain a lot of iron.”


“Bull,” said General Leiber. “NORAD picked it up at apogee. It was ballistic. What else could it be, if not a missile?”


“Let’s find out,” the major suggested. “Bring up another piece.”


The next piece was iron too. Cast iron. So was the third. General Leiber began to feel very strange.


Then the derrick brought up a crushed and charred object that was somehow attached to a pitted iron stanchion. Everyone took turns examining the object.


“I’d say this crushed part is not iron,” the major said, scraping at the charred surface with a thumbnail. He exposed a line of shiny brownish-yellow metal. “Looks like it was hollow and the impact compressed it. See this lip here? Some kind of opening or mouth.”


“What’s that thing sticking out, then?” General Leiber asked. “A tongue?”


The major looked. Out of the flattened mouth protruded a tiny ball of metal on the end of a rod. His brow wrinkled doubtfully.


“This thing looks familiar. I can’t place it. Anyone?” The object was passed from hand to hand.


Finally someone offered a suggestion.


“I don’t know if this is possible, but I think this was a bell.”


“A what?” asked General Leiber.


“A bell. A brass bell. You know, like you would hang in a church steeple.”


Then everyone looked at everyone else with the expression of children who had wandered into a very wrong place.


“Let’s get it out of the hole,” General Leiber said swiftly. “All of it. Every piece. I’ll requisition an empty hangar at Andrews. You boys can reconstruct it there.”


“It may not be that simple,” the major said reasonably. “It’s badly compressed and fused. We don’t know what it might be. Where would we start?”


“Here,” General Leiber, said, slapping the crushed blob of brass into his open hands. “Start with this. If that thing in the hole is some new kind of enemy weapon, the future of your country may depend on learning what it is and what it was supposed to do.”


“What if we end up with a church steeple?” the major joked.


“Then you better get down on your knees, son. Because if the Russkies have turned God Almighty to their side, America doesn’t have a prayer.”


The major started to laugh. He swallowed his mirth. The general was not smiling. In fact, he looked serious. Dead serious. The major hurried off to carry out the general’s orders.




CHAPTER TWO


HIS NAME WAS REMO and he couldn’t remember ever being in this much trouble before.


As he ran down the wooded road, his deep-set eyes searching the trees on either side, Remo Williams did not look like a man in trouble. He looked like a jogger. Except that he wore shoes of excellent Italian leather, gray chinos and, even though the temperature was hovering just under the freezing mark, a fresh white T-shirt.


He clutched a coil of rope in one fist. The skin was drawn tight over his high cheekbones. His dark eyes looked stricken.


A sporty red Corvette zipped past him and Remo broke into a floating run. Showing no apparent effort, he caught up with the Corvette and, checking the two-lane road to see that no cars were coming at him from the opposite direction, he drew alongside the driver’s side of the car.


The car was doing a decorous forty-five miles an hour. Remo knocked on the driver’s window.


The window hummed down and a blue-eyed woman with mahogany hair looked him up and down with a dreamy expression.


“I’ll bet you could go all night, too,” she said. She didn’t seem surprised to see a man keeping pace with a speeding automobile. Remo looked so ordinary that some people refused to accept the evidence of their eyes when they saw him perform the impossible.


“Have you seen an elephant walking along this road?” Remo asked. There was no pleasure in his eyes.


The woman raised an ironic eyebrow. Her smile broadened. “Maybe you could describe him,” she suggested.


“He’s an elephant. Gray. Wrinkled skin. Small for an elephant. No tusks.”


“A lot of elephants fit that description,” the woman said breathily. “Could you be more specific?”


“Lady, I guarantee you he’s the only elephant in the neighborhood. Now, have you seen him?”


“I’m trying to think,” she said slowly. “It’s possible. Maybe if you drew me a picture. I have some crayons back at my apartment.”


“No time,” Remo said, and pulled away.


The woman frowned, and deciding that the conversation had ended prematurely, hit the accelerator. The needle jumped to seventy and clawed at seventy-five. But try as she might, the Corvette kept losing ground at each whipsaw turn in the road.


The turns didn’t seem to stop the man in the white T-shirt. She lost sight of him after he topped a rise in the road and never caught up. She decided to drive down this road every day at this time until she encountered him again. It was crazy, of course. But there was something about the guy. She just couldn’t put her finger on it….


Remo was close to panic. There was no way he was returning without the elephant. Chiun would kill him. Not literally, of course. Although Chiun was the head of an ancient line of assassins and could snuff out a man’s life with a casual gesture, he wouldn’t kill Remo. That would be too merciful. Instead, the Master of Sinanju would make Remo’s life miserable. He knew many ways of doing that, most of them verbal.


Seeing no sign of an elephant on the long stretch of open road before him, Remo plunged into the woods. For the thousandth time he wished he hadn’t left the gate open.


It had been Remo’s turn to water Chiun’s pet elephant. Remo had led the pachyderm out of the shed where he was kept, and had gone to find the hose. The gardener of Folcroft Sanitarium where Remo and Chiun currently resided-had walked off with it. By the time Remo had talked the man out of the hose, the elephant, whose name was Rambo, had strolled out the opened gate of Folcroft.


Remo had unlocked the gate earlier. After he had hosed Rambo down, he intended to take him for a walk. Opening the gate first was meant to make Remo’s job easier. It was Remo’s turn to walk the elephant, too.


Remo had run out immediately, but the elephant had already melted out of sight. Remo hesitated near the gate, and decided two searchers would be infinitely better than one. He hurried to find Chiun, who would certainly understand when Remo explained the accident.


Remo found Chiun doing his morning exercises. He sat in a lotus position on the Folcroft gymnasium floor, tapping a bar of chilled steel suspended between two uprights with his long fingernails. He was a happy little mummy of a Korean gentleman, with pleasantly wrinkled features and the merest wisp of hair on his chin. He wore a canary-yellow kimono. He looked frail enough to snap in a stiff wind.


But when Remo blurted out, “I’m sorry, Little Father, but Rambo ran away,” Chiun paused in mid-stroke. Then one fingernail continued down to sever the half-inch bar. It clattered to the pinewood floor in two neat sections.


Chiun got to his feet, his venerable face turning to granite.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I was only gone a minute,” Remo repeated.


“Find him.” Chiun’s normally squeaky voice was like chopsticks breaking.


“I thought two heads would be better than one,” Remo said meekly.


“You thought wrong,” said Chiun. “Why should I expend precious moments of my declining years cleaning up after your mistakes?”


“It’s your elephant.”


“Entrusted to you. And misplaced by you.”


“He walked off. It was his own idea.”


“And if he is now lying in some filthy ditch after being struck by a careless motor-carriage driver, I suppose that would be his fault too?”


Remo started to get angry. He checked himself. “C’mon, Little Father. You can at least help out.”


“I will.”


“Good.”


“I will give you an additional impetus to search faster.”


“Huh?”


“I will hold my breath until my precious baby is restored to me.”


And Chiun inhaled mightily. His cheeks puffed out like a blowfish. He stopped breathing.


“Awww, no, you don’t have to do that.”


When Chiun’s cheeks puffed out further, Remo threw up placating hands.


“Okay, okay. I’ll find him. Stay right here.”


Remo ran out of Folcroft and down the road, knowing that Chiun was not bluffing. He would stubbornly hold his breath until Remo returned with the Master of Sinanju’s “baby,” no matter how long it took.


Already it had been half an hour and Remo had found no trace of Rambo. He had no idea how long Chiun could hold his breath without exhaling. Chiun was a Master of Sinanju, the sun source of the martial arts. Masters of Sinanju were capable of incredible discipline. Remo was a Master too, and had once tried to test his own ability at holding his breath. He went exactly thirty-seven minutes before he got bored. Chiun, having trained Remo in Sinanju, was probably good for an hour. At least.


So Chiun was in no immediate danger. But he would make Remo pay for every breath not taken.


Remo found no tracks in the forest. He stopped in the middle of a stand of poplars, their dead, frozen leaves making no sound under his careful feet. He went up a tree to get a better view.


Back the way he had come, Remo spotted a police car pulled over to the side of the road, its light bar painting the surroundings a washed-out blue. Two cops stepped gingerly from each door with guns drawn.


They advanced carefully on a small elephant who looked like a corrugated gray medicine ball balanced on stubby feet.


“Oh, hell!” Remo said, sliding down the tree. He flashed through the woods like an arrow.


Remo skidded to a stop beside the police cruiser. “Hey, fellas, hold up,” Remo called.


The cops turned in unison. Behind them, the elephant regarded the scene with tiny dull eyes. His trunk seemed to wave to Remo.


“Don’t shoot him!” Remo pleaded.


One cop jerked his thumb at Rambo. “Yours?” he asked.


“Not exactly.”


Uncertain how to handle an elephant, the cops turned their attention to Remo, their weapons dropping into their holsters. They were in their mid-forties, with hulking shoulders and meaty faces. They wore nearly identical expressions, like clones. Remo decided they were typical for cops who had seen too much and liked so little of it that they had shut down emotionally long ago. Remo knew how it was. A long time ago, he had been a cop too. Back before he had been framed for a crime he didn’t do and executed in an electric chair that didn’t work.


“Whose is it, then?” asked the first cop. Remo thought of him as the first cop because his nose hadn’t yet been discolored by burst capillaries.


“A friend of mine. And he’s very anxious to get him back.”


“This friend. He have a permit to keep an elephant?” This from the second cop. The one with the Santa Claus-red nose.


“I don’t think he’s gotten around to it yet. The elephant’s only been in this country a month. But I’ll be sure to bring it up.”


“Is that a leash?”


“This?” Remo asked, hefting the coil of rope. “Yeah.”


“Can you control this animal?”


“He’ll come with me if I approach him right.”


“In that case, we’re going to ask you to leash the elephant and follow us to the station.”


“Why?”


“You’ve allowed him to roam a major road, where he could be injured by a car. That’s reckless endangerment of an animal.”


“He ran away on his own.”


“We’ll look into that too. And you may have to prove ownership.”


Remo’s shoulders sagged. He could neutralize these two faster than they could blink, but they were cops. And they were only doing their jobs.


Then Remo suddenly had a vision of Chiun’s face. It was red, on its way to turning purple.


“I’ll put the leash on him,” Remo said, and started to approach the elephant.


Rambo saw the rope in Remo’s hand and reared up. His trunk waved like a wrinkled python. He trumpeted in warning. The two cops pulled their service revolvers just as two blunt forefeet came down on the hood of the cruiser.


“Oh, no!” Remo groaned as Rambo smacked the light bar with his trunk. The light bar abruptly shut down. Then the elephant stepped off the hood. The hood bore a shallow dent.


The first cop turned to Remo and said, “That’s destruction of police property, buddy, and you’re under arrest.” The red-nosed cop took aim on the elephant’s head and Remo knew that choice no longer entered into the picture. He disarmed the first cop in the simplest manner. He grabbed at the buckle of his gunbelt and tugged sharply. The gunbelt ended up in Remo’s hand. He threw it into the woods. Then Remo tapped the cop in the exact center of his forehead. The man’s bloodshot eyes rolled up in his head and he fell like a slab of beef.


The other cop was about to shoot. Remo chopped at the side of his neck and the man fell into his waiting arms. Remo made a quick noose of the rope and snared the elephant’s trunk. But Rambo threw off the noose and reared up on his hind legs.


“Don’t make this any harder than it has to be,” Remo muttered.


Rambo started to drop back to all fours. The way his trunk flayed the air told Remo he was upset. He would run the moment his feet touched ground. Remo moved in first.


When the front feet came down, Remo was there to catch them. He pushed at the elephant’s padded feet with both hands. Rambo trumpeted angrily. He pushed harder, his entire wrinkled weight leaning against Remo.


Remo kept the stumpy forefeet above the ground. Seeming to exert no effort, he kept Rambo off balance. When the elephant tried to step back, Remo stepped forward, still pushing.


Anyone who had driven down the road would have been treated to the sight of a rail-thin man doing the minuet with an Asian elephant. And the man was leading. Remo kept the elephant off balance until the pachyderm began to tire. When he sensed that moment had come, he stepped back. Rambo’s forefeet struck the ground. Remo lassoed the knobby head with a quick, easy motion. He tugged Rambo over to the side of the road and tethered him to a tree.


“Stay,” Remo said firmly.


Then Remo hurried back to the prowl car. He dug into the glove compartment and found, as he expected, a flask. He uncapped it and poured a mouthful down the throat of each recumbent cop, kneading their larynxes so that they swallowed safely. Then he placed one behind the wheel and the other in the seat beside him.


Before untying Rambo, Remo popped the hood and, balancing on the front fender, flattened out the dent with the palms of his hands. He looked like a cook kneading pizza dough.


When he closed the hood, the car looked as good as new. And when the two cops woke up and realized that they had been drinking-even if they couldn’t remember tasting a drop-they would dismiss what they’d seen as a hallucination.


The Master of Sinanju wasn’t purple when Remo found him. His face was blue. Light blue. Kind of a robin’s-egg blue. But he was definitely blue.


Remo figured he had been gone not quite two hours. “I found him,” Remo said hastily. “He’s outside.”


The Master of Sinanju folded his arms stubbornly. His cheeks still puffed out defiantly.


“Look for yourself if you don’t believe me,” Remo said. Chiun shook his head, which was bald but for tufts of hair over each ear.


“You want something else?” Remo asked frantically. Chiun nodded.


“What?”


Chiun did not say. His hazel eyes regarded Remo pointedly.


“I already apologized,” Remo said. Chiun nodded.


“It won’t happen again.”


Chiun nodded as if in agreement. “You want more?”


Chiun raised a long-nailed finger in assent.


“Look, if you want to stick me with some punishment, okay, but do you have to make me work for it too?” Chiun’s eyes brightened. Remo was starting to get the idea.


“We walk him every day. No more taking turns.” Chiun’s upraised finger indicated acceptance of Remo’s offer. But he still did not draw breath.


“And hose him down daily.”


A second finger joined the upraised one.


“Twice daily. Okay! Twice daily. Now, come on. You’re turning bright blue.”


Chiun made sweeping motions with both hands.


“No, not that. I’m not cleaning up after him. No way.” Chiun folded his arms, and deep inside him, he coughed. But he refused to let the cough escape his lips. He seemed to shrink. The bluish cast to his face darkened and he suddenly clutched at his thin breast.


“Okay, okay! You win. I’ll clean up after him too. Anything else?”


Chiun released his breath in a long, gusty exhalation. “How should I know?” he squeaked. “You are doing all the negotiating.”


And then he floated out of the room like a happy elf. Remo stood in the middle of Folcroft Sanitarium, his teeth clenched and his face slowly turning red.


Dr. Harold W. Smith picked that moment to enter the room, peering owlishly at Remo through rimless glasses. “Could I see you one moment?” Smith said in a serious tone. “It’s about your elephant.”




CHAPTER THREE


“IT’S NOT MY ELEPHANT,” Remo said in a defensive voice. He had followed Dr. Harold W. Smith up to Smith’s Spartan office. Smith closed the door after them and retreated to the security of his shabby desk.


“You brought it back from Vietnam,” Smith said flatly.


“Chiun made me. It was his idea. I wanted no part of this. If you want to get rid of the elephant, you have my total, unconditional moral support. Just don’t quote me.”


“We can’t have an unlicensed animal like that on the grounds. This is supposed to be a private hospital. On that basis alone, I’m risking health-code violations and problems with AMA recertification.” Just the thought of those bureaucratic hassles brought that old, haggard look to Smith’s gaunt, lemony face. Smith reached into a desk drawer and Remo made a mental bet with himself that out would come the aspirin. Smith’s haggard look suggested aspirin. His sour look usually signaled a liquid antacid binge. On occasion, it would be Alka-Seltzer. Smith was not wearing his Alka-Seltzer face today, so Remo was dead certain it would be aspirin.


“Talk to Chiun,” Remo said exasperatedly. “You have good security reasons. Just give him the chapter and verse.”


“The health-code matter of course is not uppermost,” Smith told him. “Folcroft is a secret government installation. Security must be our primary concern at all times. An elephant is bound to attract attention.”


“Save it for Chiun, Smitty. It’s out of my hands.”


Out of the desk drawer came a paper cup, and a worried notch appeared between Remo’s eyes. A paper cup usually meant aspirin, but Smith always took his aspirin with water from the office dispenser. Why would Smith have a paper cup in the desk when they were racked next to the bottled mineral water?


“I hold you responsible for this elephant situation,” Smith said, digging around in the drawer.


“Why me? I told you it was Chiun’s idea.”


“Which he wouldn’t have gotten had he not been forced to follow you to Vietnam. Need I remind you that you were in that country despite my strict orders?”


“I don’t want to rehash that mission.”


“It was not a mission,” said Smith. “It was a renegade action on your part.”


“Rub it in, why don’t you?” Remo slouched onto the office couch. Why was everyone on his case today?


“I am not even mentioning the expense to the taxpayers of having the elephant shipped to Folcroft. I’m sure there are naval officers who are still trying to learn how an Asian elephant came to be on a United States submarine. By the way, how did you get the animal into the sub in the first place?”


“Through the weapons-shipping hatch,” Remo said sourly. “I told Chiun he wouldn’t go down the conning tower, but it didn’t discourage him. The sub captain tried to bluff Chiun too, but Chiun’s been on too many subs in the past. He knew about the big hatch. He made them open it and Chiun prodded Rambo inside.”


“Hmmm,” said Smith absently. He pulled out an aerosol can, on which the words “FREE SAMPLE” were marked in red. Remo had never heard of aerosol aspirin, and he wondered if Smith was going to fool him and shave instead. But Smith’s jaw looked as if it had seen a straight razor in the last hour.


Remo watched with growing puzzlement. Smith’s odd New England habits fascinated Remo in a peculiar way. For many years Remo had resented the cold Smith. It was Smith who had set Remo up, so that his faked execution wiped away all traces of Remo’s existence. It wasn’t done out of malice, but because Smith had been charged with running a supersecret government agency called CURE. It was set up to deal with national-security problems in an off-the-books manner. Officially, it didn’t exist. So its single agent, the former Remo Williams, could not exist either. Twenty years and countless operations later, the bitter edge of their working relationship had softened. And so Remo watched with faint amusement as Smith upended the tiny aerosol can and squirted a white, foamy substance into the paper cup. It was not shaving cream. It lacked the pungent medicinal smell--although there was a faint lime scent.


“Free sample, huh?” Remo said to fill the lull in the conversation.


Smith nodded and brought the cup to his lips. His skinny Adam’s apple didn’t bob as it usually did when Smith drank something. He tilted his white-haired head back further. Smith looked very uncomfortable. Maybe it was whipped cream, Remo thought.


“Can I get you a cupcake or something?” Remo offered. Smith’s head came back down and the cup dropped from his face. His expression was especially sour, and annoyed. There was a dab of the white stuff on the tip of his nose.


“I must be doing something wrong,” Smith muttered. He turned the can around in his hand as if looking for directions.


“Try squirting it directly into your mouth,” Remo suggested in a pleasant voice.


Smith considered Remo’s suggestion with a serious expression. Remo hadn’t been serious. He leaned forward, anticipating Smith’s next move.


But instead of squirting the stuff into his mouth, Smith dipped a finger into the cup and brought the foam-laden digit to his lips. He licked the finger clean, and went back for more.


“This is very inconvenient,” Smith said to himself.


“Use your tongue,” Remo prompted.


Much to Remo’s surprise, Smith did. He scoured the bottom of the cup, getting more foam on his nose. Some of it collected at the corners of his mouth too. Remo decided not to bring it to his attention.


Finishing up, Smith capped the can and returned it to his desk. He looked at the cup as if considering its reuse. Reluctantly he threw it into a green wastebasket that Remo happened to know was purchased used from a grammar school that had been forced to close down. Smith had sat through a three-hour auction to get it, thereby saving forty-seven cents.


Smith looked up, his face businesslike except for the dabs of white substance.


“When did you become a whipped-cream fiend?” Remo asked with a straight face.


“Never,” Smith said humorlessly. “That was an antacid product.”


“Aerosol?”


“It’s new. Supposed to be easier to take, but I didn’t think so.”


“I’ll bet you go back for more anyway.”


“Can we get back to the matter at hand?”


“Talk to Chiun. It’s his elephant.”


“I will need your assistance, Remo. I sometimes think the Master of Sinanju does not understand my concerns. He seems to listen, and gives positive answers, but then he forgets our conversations ten minutes later.”


“Chiun understands more than you think. If he doesn’t understand something, it’s because he doesn’t want to. He loves that elephant. I know. He’s got me trained to see to its every need. You tell him he has to get rid of it and I guarantee you he will not understand a word you say.”


“I have to try. Every day that elephant remains at Folcroft places us at risk.”


“So talk to Chiun. I’m not stopping you.”


“I would like you to back me up. Help me get through to him.”


Remo sighed. “Normally, I’d say no way. But I’m facing a lifetime of stable cleaning if Rambo doesn’t go. I guess it can’t hurt to try. Chiun can’t get any madder at me than he already is.”
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