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Prologue


“He does not belong. No matter what lies he tells you.”


Ancient fury sparked in the depths of his mother’s almond-shaped eyes. Beyond her crooked shape, orange flames crackled in the stone fireplace.


The small house was warm through no effort of those who lived there. The same was true for all the homes in the village, for as far back as anyone could remember.


The firewood was always there in the warm house with the solid roof that kept out the driving spring rain and winter wind, all because of him. The Impostor.


Those who thanked him didn’t know the truth. He was a fraud masquerading as their protector. There were no thanks for the Impostor in this house. So what if he kept fires burning and bellies full? In this tiny house, the hatred was worse than the cold. Ancient malice gnawed bellies far worse than any hunger pangs.


“Learn well what he teaches you,” his mother said to the boy. “But know that he does not belong. He is a fraud, as was his father before him, all down the line to the first.”


The boy had learned early in life that members of his family alone were not frauds. The only exception was his own father. A soft-spoken man, the husband of his mother was not blood of their blood. Worse, he was brother to the tyrant who fed the village. The boy’s mother had married the fool in order to get close to him. To her brother-in-law, the Impostor.


A moan came from the corner of the room.


The boy’s grandfather. A portly shaman, he sat on a stool, wrinkled eyelids closed tight. The old man spent most days sitting in the corner of the main room. The boy’s mother said the old man could speak with the dead. His powers went beyond even that.


Near the shaman, a young woman was preparing the evening meal in a cast-iron pot.


The shaman’s other daughter was called Sonmi. Sister to the boy’s hectoring mother, she spent her days studying the black arts at the feet of her father. The food the boy’s aunt was cooking—like everything else in the village—had been paid for by the Impostor.


Although all this was about to end. There was no more work.


Gone were the days of pharaohs and kings. The world was ruled by presidents and dictators, locked in the bloodless, twilight combat of the modern age.


Even war was different. At the moment, there was one being fought to the south. At night the villagers would climb to their roofs to watch the explosions of artillery shells. Like all the other wars of the twentieth century, it was all about machines and guns and men on foot advancing and retreating until one side thought it had captured a prize. The artistry of assassination was lost. The world was big and clumsy and dismissive of the old ways.


Because the rules had changed, the Impostor couldn’t find work. Who needed a scalpel when he could use a club? Why remove a king’s head when a single bomb could obliterate his entire kingdom? The work had gone away, and the desolate shadow of death had descended over the small village.


If the food they ate and the wood they used to cook it came courtesy the Impostor, it would not be so for much longer. When the money he had earned was gone, he would have to draw on reserves bequeathed to the village from those who came before. And one day it, too, would all be gone.


The Impostor’s only hope—the only hope for the future of the village—was the young boy sitting on this dirty floor, bathed in the dancing fires of hate carefully stoked and tended by his bitter mother.


“He thinks you will save his family,” his mother said as the warm fires burned and the wispy smoke rose in ghostly black threads up the chimney. Drawing up a deep ball of phlegm, she spit on the stone floor. “That is all his family is worth. You are the hope of our future, not his. Bring him to ruin. Do it for your family. Such has it been foreseen, such it will be. It is our destiny, and yours.”


And the fire of pure evil from his mother’s eyes reflected full in the young boy’s hazel eyes.




Chapter 1


His name was Chiun and he was the Master of Sinanju and he was leaving.


Although it was late spring, winter refused to release its grip on the Korean peninsula. Despite the cold morning, the village of Sinanju was alive with celebration. There was rice wine and cakes, cured fish and dried fruit. There was singing and dancers and the laughter of children. All taking place under a sky of perfect white-streaked blue.


Such it was when a Master left. Such had it always been. Tributes and laudations came from those whose needs were sustained by the Master’s toil.


The tiny fishing village of Sinanju in North Korea had seen many such celebrations. For five thousand years it had been home to the most feared assassins in human history. The discipline that had risen from the rocks near the shore of the West Korean Bay was the source of all the lesser martial arts. They were but rays, pale reflections of the blinding glory of the sun that was the discipline known as Sinanju.


“Hail, Master of Sinanju, who sustains the village and keeps the code faithfully,” called the villagers as Chiun passed by. “Our hearts cry with joy and pain at your departure. Joy that you undertake this journey for the sake of we, the unworthy beneficiaries of your generosity. And pain that your toils take your beauteous aspect from our midst. May the spirits of your ancestors journey safe with you who graciously throttles the universe.”


As Master of the village, Chiun accepted the words with a stoic face. The praises continued to fall on his proudly erect back as he passed through the crowd.


Of course he knew the hymns of honor that trailed him were hollow. There was more beneath the smiling faces. Here the hint of a frown, there the beginnings of a scowl. Facial muscles ached from frozen smiles. They lied to him now because none dared express his true feelings.


It had always been this way. The people of Sinanju always walked uneasily when the Master was in residence. Although tradition dictated that every Master take the pledge not to raise a hand against a member of the village, one never knew. Especially in these days of uncertainty. This Master who walked among them would be the last. All gathered there this day knew it was so.


Chiun. That was all he would ever be. Not Chiun the Great or even Chiun the Lesser, for honorifics like “great” or “lesser” were bestowed only on those who did not fail. And this Chiun-Who-Would-Have-No-Title had failed like no other Master before him.


“Cursed are we to live in this time, with this Master who has failed us,” the women said in hushed voices when they thought the failed Master Chiun was out of earshot.


“Silence,” the fearful men insisted. They cowered at the edge of the crowd, behind the women and children. “Yes, he has failed. But even in failure he is strong.”


“Not strong enough to find a suitable heir. Not strong enough to protect the village of his ancestors. His strength has waned. The time of the great Masters of Sinanju is over.”


Although whispered, their words still carried. Chiun did not let them know he could hear every barbed word.


Such it was for a Master of Sinanju. The ability to detect a lone truthful whisper in a chorus of joyful lies was but a single skill in the arsenal of Sinanju.


He left the crowd to their fraudulent celebration. He spurned the main road from the village, taking the path that led into the rocky hills above the shore. Chiun skittered along the treacherous path in seeming defiance of the force of gravity. His surefootedness would have seemed miraculous to many, given his apparent age.


Chiun was old. He did not yet appear ready for the grave, but he was long past the middle of his life. Twin wisps of white hair floated gently at the sides of his head. A thread of matching beard quivered at his proud chin.


Although his outward appearance was that of a man surrendering to the inevitable march of time, in the case of the Master of Sinanju, looks were deceiving.


Looking closer, one could see a man possessed of a powerful inner strength. His hazel eyes were youthful, as was the certain stride that carried him swiftly along the rocky promontory.


The Horns of Welcome rose above the bay. Two great curving arcs of stone that had for countless centuries acted both as welcome and warning to those who dared visit the Pearl of the Orient. Framed between the horns; far out in the black waters of the West Korean Bay, the oblong blot of a submarine sat like a steel island amid the rolling waves.


The USS Darter had surfaced at dawn.


When it first broke through the frigid whitecaps, alarm had registered in the highest corridors of Communist North Korea. Patrol boats that had been in the area were sent to the bay. They circled the silent sub like hungry wolves, gunners and torpedoes at the ready. The sailors expected a battle, possibly reigniting the fire that had been smoldering since the war with the South twenty years before.


But no shots were fired.


It was learned that the American submarine had come to pay tribute to the legendary Master of Sinanju.


Kim Il Sung, Leader for Life of North Korea, knew well of Sinanju and its Masters. Assassins who could hide in shadow and kill in the time it took a man to draw breath. If the sub was here on Sinanju business, it was no business of his. North Korea’s premier ordered his boats to stand down.


The patrol boats sped away into the Yellow Sea, leaving the submarine alone in the bay.


Only when the communist boats had gone did the hatch open. A lone man left the submarine and found his way into the village to the Master’s house, there to seek an audience with the Reigning Master. Hours later that same man now waited at the shore for the Master of Sinanju.


Chiun would go to him shortly. But there was one stop he had to make first.


The hillside became a plateau. At the top yawned the mouth of a deep cave. Around its entrance grew three trees—a pine, a bamboo and a plum blossom. Moving among the trees was a lone figure. Although Chiun had seen nearly eighty summers, the old man on the hilltop had obviously lived many more than that.


He was heavyset and bald. Age had whitened his skin. The flesh was pulled taut over knots of fragile bone.


He didn’t incline his head Chiun’s way. His back to the bay, the aged figure seemed oblivious to his visitor. Yet as Chiun approached, the ancient man spoke.


“There is no beauty to that sailing vessel,” the old man said. His voice was thin and quavered with great age. With yellowed fingernails he clipped a sucker from the plum tree.


He nodded back over his shoulder. Only the very tips of the Horns of Welcome were visible this high up. Pincered between the tops of the curved rocks was the submarine.


“A ship should have sails,” the elderly man said. “In my day some still had them. Now none do. It is sad that you live in this age without having experienced at least some of the last, young Chiun. It was a magnificent time.”


At this the old man finally turned.


When he beheld the ancient man’s face, Chiun was forced to mask his deep sadness.


Once bright eyes were clouded with puffs of white. The blindness was recent and had come on rapidly. It grew worse with each passing day. It would only be a matter of months before he was completely blind. If his failing vision bothered the older man, it didn’t show. The heavy man offered Chiun a knowing smile.


“Do not waste a moment worrying over me, young Chiun,” the aged man said, nodding wisely. “I have seen enough in my many days. Much more than most men. My remembered vision will be enough to sustain me for the time that remains.”


Chiun wasn’t surprised that the old man had guessed his thoughts. Half-blind or not, there was little that could be hidden from H’si T’ang, the man who had been his teacher.


“Forgive me, Venerable One,” Chiun apologized. But his sadness for the man who had given him so much remained. “I have come to take my leave of you.”


At this, H’si T’ang nodded once more. “I heard the motors from the government boats and the chanting from the village. When the sun rose full and I saw the shadow of that strange vessel in the bay, I knew.” The old man tipped his bald head. “Where do you go?”


“To the West. America’s king has summoned Sinanju to his court.”


“Ah. And what is the service you are to perform?” At this Chiun hesitated.


He didn’t dare lie. Not that he could have gotten away with it even if he tried. But he couldn’t tell the truth. Couldn’t admit that a legend, an ancient promise, a hope was drawing him to the most barbarian of Western nations.


H’si T’ang sensed his pupil’s troubled spirit. Chiun was relieved when the older man interrupted. “Whatever the service, I am certain it will bring greater glory to the House of Sinanju, son of my son,” the retired Master said. With a shuffling of feet, he turned his attention back to his plum tree.


Chiun watched his teacher for a long moment. “You do not have to live here, Little Father,” he said all at once. “The Master’s House in the village—”


“Was home to me in my time,” H’si T’ang broke in. “You are Master now. Therefore the House of Many Woods is yours. Besides,” he added, waving a hand of bone at the open mouth of the cave, “this place is familiar to me. Three times in my long life have I entered into the ritualistic seclusion, only to have to reenter the world again. It is easier to remain here than to pack and unpack every few decades.”


At his words, Chiun hung his head in shame.


“I am sorry to have failed you, Father,” he said.


When H’si T’ang turned, his smiling face had grown stern. “How have you failed me?” the old man demanded. “The first time I entered this cave was when your father took you as pupil. For such is it written that the Master should purify his spirit when his successor takes a pupil of his own. When your father, who was my son, passed into the Void I completed your training. As Master and as your grandfather, I was known as Hwa and Yui. As your teacher, I took the name H’si T’ang. The circumstances surrounding my rebirth as teacher could not be blamed on you.”


“No,” Chiun admitted. “But that was not the only time.”


H’si T’ang waved his words away. “Your child who died was a tragedy that you did not cause and that you could not have prevented—despite what you think. As for your second pupil, he was a child of Sinanju the village and student of Sinanju the discipline, but he was never one with the essence that is the Sun Source. The best he could do was mimic what we are. At this Nuihc excelled, but his heart was never ours.”


At the mention of his nephew’s name, Chiun’s back stiffened. The name of his brother’s son was unmentionable in the village. Only H’si T’ang would dare speak it.


“As you say,” Chiun said quietly. “For now I must go. Take care, Little Father.” Bowing deeply, he turned.


He had taken only a few shuffling steps when a voice rang out behind him.


“Hold,” H’si T’ang commanded.


Chiun froze in his tracks. “Yes, Venerable One?” The older man motioned with a long, crooked finger.


“Come here.”


Chiun did as he was told. When he stopped before his teacher, H’si T’ang reached out with one hand. He took Chiun’s chin in a knot of bony fingers.


“This is the last time I will look on your face with these failing eyes,” H’si T’ang said. “I want to be sure I remember it.”


As he studied his pupil, the translucent flesh of his old, old face pulled into a satisfied smile. When he was finished, his fingers slipped from Chiun’s chin. Wordlessly, H’si T’ang turned back to his plum tree.


The ancient man resumed his work. Busy nails clipped another small shoot.


Chiun left his teacher to his pruning. With a troubled shadow across his parchment brow he left the plateau.


Only when his pupil was gone did H’si T’ang stop his pruning. Eyes of milk turned to face the shore. The fuzzy blot of the submarine was barely visible in the bay.


“Have a care, my son,” the Venerable One said in a voice so low Chiun’s sensitive ears could not hear. “While you are racing off to fulfill one legend, do not allow yourself to be blinded to the second.”


Laced with foreboding, his words of caution were carried off on the wind. They were lost in the sounds of celebration that still rose from the squalid main street of Sinanju.




Chapter 2


The American looked up with bleary eyes.


He had waited so long that he had passed out from the cold. The villagers had revived him. Someone started a fire. Sitting on the edge of a rubber raft, he leaned near the flames, arms drawn in tight to his chest.


When he saw the old Korean approaching, he stood. There was a hook where his left hand should have been.


“You about ready to go?” he grunted. The collar of his trench coat was turned up in a futile attempt to ward off the bitter Korean cold.


Padding up beside the big man, Chiun aimed his chin toward the water’s edge where three steamer trunks bobbed in the frothy water like colorful corks. The trunks had been lashed together with wire from the waiting submarine.


“Where is the rest of my luggage?”


“The SEALs brought the other trunks aboard the sub hours ago,” the man with the hook said. He was shivering from the cold. He extended his good hand to the raft. “We should get out of here. I don’t know what kind of mojo you worked on the North Koreans, but they won’t hold off forever.”


“Our reputation keeps them away,” Chiun intoned. “You who would petition the House of Sinanju should know that. Are you certain that you collected all of the trunks I left at the steps of the Master’s House? You whites are notorious for your sloppy work habits. I do not wish to get halfway to—what is the name of the place we are going again?”


“America. Look—”


“Yes, that place. I do not wish to sail halfway to that place with the ugly name only to have to come back.”


“Can’t say I blame anyone for not wanting to come back,” the man muttered. Twice in his life he had gotten a good look at the Pearl of the Orient. It wasn’t a place he’d opt to return to if given half a chance to leave. “There was a total of fourteen trunks. We loaded eleven. The last three are the ones you said could be floated out on their own.”


Chiun inspected the three bobbing trunks. Satisfied that they were indeed the right ones, he nodded. “You may take them in tow,” he said imperiously. Hiking up his skirts, he stepped into the rubber raft. Before sitting, he paused.


Chiun took one last look back at Sinanju. The village was a black rock lodged into unforgiving earth, surrounded by a churning sea of despair. He didn’t know how long this journey would take him from his home. If the omens were true, it could be a long time before he saw his homeland again. With sharp eyes of hope and regret he soaked in every stone, every sound, every twist and turn of the jagged shore.


Once the mental photograph was complete, he turned.


Chiun’s parchment face formed a stoic mask as he settled onto his seat. Slender fingers fussed with the fabric of his brocade kimono around his bony knees. The additional ninety-pound weight of the Korean in the boat proved not a problem to the man with the hook. Somehow the old man seemed able to make himself lighter than air.


With the curve of his hook and his one good hand, the American shoved the boat from the shore.


It was tricky paddling. It would have been easier to get one of the sailors from the Darter to help. But his orders had been specific. Minimize exposure of the Darter’s crew to anything and everything that had to do with retrieving the old man. Do whatever he had to do to enlist the aid of the Master of Sinanju. But do it alone.


Alone. That was a word with which the American was well acquainted. Alone and Conrad MacCleary were old friends.


In the OSS in World War II, Conn MacCleary had worked mostly alone. Whenever some higher-up wanted to put him on a team, MacCleary’s answer was invariably the same: “With all due respect, if I screw up, I die. If someone I’m with screws up, I’m just as dead. If it’s all the same, sir, I’d rather be the one doing the screwing.”


His lone-wolf attitude would never have been tolerated if not for one simple fact. Conrad MacCleary got results.


Fluent in German, MacCleary had spent much of his time behind enemy lines coordinating Allied spy efforts. In his six years in Germany—both prior to and throughout American involvement in that great conflict—MacCleary enjoyed greater success than all but one other deep-cover U.S. agent.


There was only one shadow in his entire wartime record. Although no one but Conrad MacCleary saw it as a blemish, to him it was the darkest moment of his entire espionage career.


It happened just before the fall of Berlin. The war in Europe was at an end. Bombs were dropping like April rain.


When MacCleary learned that Heinrich Himmler had fled Berlin, Conn gave chase. No history book would ever record the fact but, thanks to MacCleary, the SS head was captured attempting to sneak out of Germany. While Conn was away from Berlin the Russians took the city for the Allies.


Bad timing had drawn him away from his ultimate prize—the mad kraut sausage-sucker, der fuhrer himself.


Someone had to be there. Someone had to be first to wrap his hands around the neck of that demented paperhanger. Why not Conn? But thanks to bad timing, the goddamned Russkies got there first.


Only afterward did MacCleary learn that no one had claimed the prize. Finishing his life with an act of ultimate cowardice, Adolf Hitler had committed suicide.


Conrad MacCleary’s field of expertise was actually Asian affairs. With the war in Europe over, he was anxious to get over to the Pacific theater. When MacCleary was allowed back into Berlin with the American army, he didn’t really want to go when the call came for a translator.


A German captain had been discovered in a bombed-out wing of the SS headquarters. For reasons unclear, the officer had been slated for execution. He had missed his date with the firing squad when the building collapsed around the ears of his would-be executioners.


When discovered by the Russians, the man was babbling. Fearful that he might be aware of some sort of doomsday weapon hidden in the city, they called for a translator.


When Conn showed up in the detention cell, he found a lone German army captain sitting in a wobbly chair.


The man’s eyes were glazed. His face sported a week’s growth of beard. There were bruises inflicted by SS torturers. The captain rocked back and forth as he sat. Voice low, he repeated something over and over.


Three Russians—a colonel and two conscripts—stood above the German. Their anxious eyes snapped to MacCleary as the tall man entered the cell.


The Russian colonel quickly briefed MacCleary on the situation. As he spoke, the seated German continued to murmur softly to himself, repeating only one word.


“He speaks nonsense,” the colonel insisted in heavily accented English. “I speak German well, and that is not a word I have ever heard.”


With a glance at the Russians, MacCleary leaned forward. He cocked an ear, listening closely.


The German continued to hiss softly. Eyelids fluttered at half-mast over his twitching eyes. MacCleary frowned. “Whatever it is, it ain’t German,” he concluded.


“What does it mean?” asked a Russian colonel. MacCleary shrugged. He listened hard once more.


Maybe the kraut had some kind of speech impediment. But try as he might, Conn could hear no German in what the man was saying.


“… Sinanju… Sinanju… Sinanju… Sinanju…”


It was like a mantra to the poor battered soldier. “Beats the hell out of me,” Conn admitted eventually, his voice a hoarse grumble. “Just another crazy German in a country of crazy Germans. Let him join Hitler in Hell.”


It was the Nazi leader’s name that did it. Something triggered in the soldier’s face. A spark of raw terror. The seated soldier snatched MacCleary by the wrist that would one day end in a hook. Fingers dug into bone.


“The Master of Sinanju is coming,” the soldier hissed in German. “Tell the fuhrer that death is on the way.”


The fear in his wounded face was deeper and stronger than anything MacCleary had seen in his life. The German’s bloodshot eyes were pleading. It was as if the fear that his message would not get through was far greater than his fear at what the Germans, Russians or Americans might do to him.


When the German lunged, the two Russian soldiers jumped forward. They pinned the captain back to his seat. The Russian colonel came to MacCleary’s aide. It took all their strength to pry the man’s hands off Conn’s wrist.


“I don’t know what’s wrong with you, Fritz, but your fuhrer’s already on ice,” MacCleary snapped in German. He massaged the pain in his wrist with one hand while he flexed the fingers of his left hand.


The captain blinked in confusion. It was as if he were coming out of a dream. “On ice?” he asked.


“Yeah,” MacCleary replied bitterly. “On ice. Dead. Courtesy of Little Joe Stalin and a damned politician’s conference at Yalta I sure as hell wasn’t invited to.”


The relief that washed over the face of the captured German captain was great. He released a heavy sigh. As MacCleary was ushered from the room, the Russians were resuming their questioning. The last thing Conn saw was the two Russian soldiers working over the German. He accepted their blows with a smile. It was as if the captain had already endured all the pain one man could possibly suffer.


It was a strange chapter that, for Conrad MacCleary, should have closed out this part of his personal story of World War II. But for some reason it stuck with him.


The rational part of MacCleary’s brain wanted to chalk it up to the craziness of war, but that weird episode with the German captain just wouldn’t get into the box. A tour in Asia and the end of hostilities didn’t stop him from thinking of that frightened German captain from time to time.


Life went on. For Conrad MacCleary, World War II was just the start of the real spy game.


Although the Cold War presented new challenges, many of the same men who had fought in secret in the Second World War found themselves transferred to a new life and a new cause. There were still battles to be fought, dragons to be slain.


As before, MacCleary largely worked alone. There was only one man he had ever fought beside whom he would have trusted to guard his back during the early CIA days. But that man had taken a break from the game.


Conn had met the best friend he’d ever had while in the OSS. The guy was a cold bastard if ever there was one, yet the two men shared an unspoken bond of friendship. He was a man who could be trusted. But when Conn switched from the OSS to the peacetime CIA, his friend briefly opted for civilian life. Time to complete his education, get married, have a kid. Not Conn. He was part of that holy first generation. The anointed team of warriors to first enter into the decades-long twilight struggle.


It was in 1952, while the Cold War was heating up, that MacCleary next encountered the mystery of his German captain.


Conn didn’t meet the soldier himself—if the Russians were true to form, the babbling man was long dead.


It was during the undeclared war on the Korean peninsula. MacCleary was in Seoul in an advisory capacity to General MacArthur. At a special meeting the South Korean military leadership was adamant that the American-led army not come within a country mile of a particular fishing village north of the Thirty-eighth Parallel.


“With all due respect, nothing can get in the way of complete victory,” MacArthur had insisted.


“If you choose to invade Sinanju, you do it without our cooperation,” a South Korean general replied. In a corner of the conference room, Conn MacCleary looked sharply at the man.


“Did you say Sinanju?”


The man nodded. There was fear in his hooded eyes. It was matched by the looks of dread on the sweating faces of the remaining South Korean military delegation.


“Is there someone there—what the hell was that title?” Conn snapped his fingers. “Is there someone called the Master of Sinanju there?”


The fear grew greater. Nods all around. MacArthur was growing impatient with the interrupting CIA man, as well as with the Koreans.


“Is there a point to all this?” the general demanded.


“I’m not sure, sir,” Conn replied. “But I’d suggest you do as they say until I can get some research done.”


He had quickly ducked from the room and placed a few quiet calls back to Washington. When the call came back, it was not for MacCleary, but for MacArthur.


The general seemed as surprised as Conn at who was on the other end of the line.


“Yes, Mr. President,” MacArthur said.


Conn got a clear enough picture from that part of the conversation he was able to hear.


Apparently while commanding America’s European forces in World War II, Eisenhower had heard a rumor that the head of this insignificant little speck of a Korean fishing village was somehow—either by direct or indirect means—responsible for Hitler’s death. Anxious not to suffer the same fate, the President not only commanded that MacArthur steer clear of Sinanju, he ordered that a gift of gold be delivered to the village, compliments of the United States.


Conrad MacCleary accepted the job as delivery boy for the gold. By now his curiosity was more than piqued. Under cover of darkness, he led a small team through enemy territory to the small North Korean village of Sinanju.


When he arrived with the gold, Conn was disappointed to find the Master was gone. According to the villagers, the head of the village and his young pupil were off somewhere training. Conn had left the gold along with a promise from General MacArthur that no tanks would approach Sinanju.


Although disappointed that he had missed out on meeting this mysterious Master, this time Conn didn’t let the matter drop. After all, reputation alone had not just preserved a worthless little fishing village, but had also inspired an American president to send a payoff to a mud-smeared Korean backwater.


The first thing MacCleary did when he got back to the States, was to do some digging into what made this Sinanju and its Master so special.


He was surprised at what he turned up. Sinanju was some sort of training ground for the martial arts. The references were spotty and undetailed, but there were a lot of them.


Conn found an allusion to a Korean from Sinanju in Nero’s court. Another was with Hannibal as he crossed the Alps. Some were present at pivotal events in human history. They went where the money was. The legend of Sinanju was that of a shadow force behind events and historical figures stretching back to the earliest recorded history.


It was interesting. Certainly intriguing. But there was no real practical application for what MacCleary learned. What was he supposed to do, run to the newspapers? “Excuse me, sir, but hold page one. I’ve got a story about a secret cult of assassins living in the Orient. It’s so feared and respected that even the President of the United States paid tribute to it rather than risk his neck crossing them.”


Conn would be laughed out of every city room from New York to Bugtussle.


Besides, Sinanju in the late twentieth century seemed in decline. According to his research, there were likely only two practitioners of the martial art at a given time. Master and student. From father to son. Passed down for generations. But aside from a blip in World War II, the current Master hadn’t made himself known to the courts of the modern world.


Conn was interested, sure. But there was damned little he could do with what he’d learned.


He had filed the information away in a dusty corner of his brain. And there it sat for almost two decades. Until one day that amazing, useless scrap of knowledge resurfaced. And with it, the hope of maybe, just maybe, saving a nation.


The rowing grew choppier as they neared the sub. The three steamer trunks were tied to the big rubber boat with a rope line. They bobbed obediently in the raft’s wake as they closed in on the waiting submarine.


If the trunks started to sink, they’d pull the back end of the raft underwater. Conn wasn’t thrilled with the idea of taking a dip in freezing water. Worse was the possibility that he’d have to rescue his passenger from the drink.


MacCleary still couldn’t believe the shape of the old man. The stories he’d read back in the fifties had led him to believe that the Master of Sinanju would be, well, younger. This guy looked older than dirt.


The Korean’s parchment face seemed troubled to depths beyond Conn’s understanding as he stared out across the bay.


“You mind if I ask you something?” MacCleary asked abruptly as he struggled with the oar.


“I do not paddle,” the old Korean replied blandly. Saltwater mist speckled his white hair.


“No,” Conn said. “When I came to your village before. Back, geez, seventeen, eighteen years ago. When I delivered the gold from General MacArthur. They said you weren’t here because you were off training your pupil.”


The Master of Sinanju didn’t look at MacCleary. His narrowed eyes were locked beyond the big man, on the looming shape of the American submarine.


“What of it?” Chiun asked, his voice thin.


“Well,” MacCleary began, “no offense, but… well, shouldn’t your pupil be of age by now? I mean, I know some of your history here. In a generation only one Master trains a pupil. Yours should be Master by now, shouldn’t he?”


Conn couldn’t explain it. But later, when he recalled that moment, he would swear the freezing air of the West Korean Bay dropped by twenty degrees.


Chiun turned his head with agonizing slowness. When his eyes locked on those of MacCleary, the American was convinced that he was gazing into the face of death itself.


Chiun’s voice seemed to quell the very waves. “Yes,” the old man said. “He should be.”


And he said no more.


They were at the sub. Conn had never been so grateful to see American sailors in his life. The young men reached down with helping hands from the ladder of the Darter.


The old Korean was right about one thing. His trunks turned out to be seaworthy. They weren’t heavier or seeping water as they were hauled up the side of the sub.


Chiun scurried up beside them. The old man’s movements were so quick and graceful he looked like some form of seafaring spider. In a trice he was across the deck and up the conning tower. He disappeared through the hatch.


Sitting in the wave-tossed raft, Conrad MacCleary shook his head. “It’s worth every penny to get you on our side,” he grumbled, dropping the oar at his feet.


The sailors helped the big man from the rubber raft.




Chapter 3


Phil Rand had no idea why this particular job was so special. But it had to be special to at least someone at AT&T. Why else the extra attention?


Try as he might, Phil couldn’t see this as anything other than the usual mundane scut work. Just another day at the office. For Phil, the office this day was a gloomy waterside street in New Rochelle, New York.


His crew had arrived at a little after five in the morning. When the telephone company trucks rolled to a stop on Shore Road, a supervisor was already waiting for them.


The predawn gloom seemed tailor-made for the mysterious company rep. The guy looked as though he lived in shadows. He stood there like an eager vampire as Phil and the others climbed out of their trucks.


“You’re late,” the supervisor said. His tone was chilly in the damp October air.


Phil checked his watch. It was only six minutes after five. “We got caught in traffic,” he said, half-joking.


Of course the supervisor was kidding. After all, the guy couldn’t be serious. However, the look of displeasure never left his angular face.


“That is unlikely, given the hour,” the supervisor said. “And I am on a tight schedule. I would appreciate it if you got to work as quickly as possible.”


Phil sighed deeply. Another day, another hassle. “Whatever you say,” he muttered.


With maps and measuring Phil quickly found the spot he was after. At his direction, his men set to work tearing up a chunk of Shore Road.


It took more digging than Phil expected. They found the cable buried deep. The braided steel line ran in from Long Island Sound, past Glen Island. It stopped dead at Phil’s feet. Coiled in the hole like an insulated copper snake was another line that ran through an abandoned sewer line from a point inland. Phil had spent the previous day snaking the second line in from two streets over. The new line ended near the capped one.


“That it?” Phil asked.


The shadowed man stepped to the edge of the hole. Looking in, he nodded sharply.


That was all. Couldn’t even be bothered to grunt a yes.


“Yeah, that’s the one,” Phil instructed his men. The fact that this was an underwater cable didn’t matter to Phil. To Phil and the rest of the men it was just another tedious day on the job. Made all the more annoying by the presence of the humorless, silent supervisor.


Phil didn’t know who the man was or why he had showed up for this specific job. He was just some faceless higher-up in the corporate monolith that was American Telephone and Telegraph. One thing was sure. The man’s eager, virtually unblinking gaze gave Phil a case of the heebie-jeebies.


Men climbed down into the hole.


“This from Columbia Island?” Phil asked the silent supervisor as his men worked to connect the cable.


“I really cannot say,” the supervisor replied. His voice was tart and nasal.


Although day had long broken, the gaunt man still kept to the shadows. Only when the sun had risen fully did Phil realize it was the other way around. The supervisor didn’t keep to the shadows; the shadows clung to him.


The man was gray faced and dour. He looked more like an undertaker than a telephone company employee.


It took five full hours to complete the work. The bright red rubber tubing that protected the strands of the copper analogue line were spliced carefully together.


Phil thought that was weird. The individual lines weren’t color-coded. But the supervisor assured him that they could start anywhere.


They were done everything and were burying the line by 10:30 a.m. The supervisor waited until the line was covered by six feet of dirt and sand before turning to go.


The New Rochelle Department of Public Works truck had just arrived. In back was a steaming pile of blacktop.


“Excuse me, sir,” Phil Rand asked as the DPW truck backed up to the hole.


The supervisor was climbing into his station wagon. Phil noted that it was the same model as his wife’s. The ‘69 they had bought new two years ago. The supervisor hesitated. For the first time, Phil noted his name tag. It identified the man as Harold Jones.


“Yes?” Supervisor Jones asked impatiently.


“What’s this all about, sir?” Phil asked.


The supervisor didn’t miss a beat. “Telephone company business,” he said crisply.


As the city dump truck poured tar onto the road, the supervisor drove away. He left Phil Rand and his crew standing, oblivious, at ground zero of one of the most damning secrets in the history of the American republic.


That the phone line was merely one of the most damning secrets in U.S. history was an unquestionable fact to the man who had spent the morning posing as an AT or. At this point in his life, he had been privy to enough secrets to know how to categorize them as either big or small.


He had been entrusted with national secrets for almost as long as he could remember. However, now it was different. Before there were always others who were in on the secrets. Higher-ups, as well as peers. Always a circle of knowledge, growing wider or smaller on a need-to-know basis.


That circle had now grown smaller, tighter than anyone could have ever imagined. And the circle closed around the driver’s thin neck like a hangman’s noose.


As he drove away from the dig site, he unclipped the plastic ID card from the breast pocket of his gray suit.


The Harold Jones identification was phony. Another secret in a life of secrets.


Dr. Harold W. Smith was used to secrets. At least he thought he was. During the war he had seen his share. In the CIA he had seen even more. But they were all nothing compared to his life now. And that life was only growing more complicated as these latest hours passed.


He took the Boston Post Road up the coast from New Rochelle to Rye. He avoided the heart of the city. Skirting the center of town, he headed up a wooded road.


To his right stretched Long Island Sound. Obscured mostly by trees in the early autumn, he could see the dappled water now and then through breaks in the brightly colored foliage. Boats bobbed on the surface of the white-capped water. Somewhere far beneath their thin hulls snaked a telephone cable, connected to the same line that was even now being entombed forever by the New Rochelle Department of Public Works.


The phone line had been tricky. It was something he had wanted to do from the outset. But though it would have been convenient, patience was needed. After all, he couldn’t very well have it done all at once. Workmen digging a straight furrow to lay a single line from Rye to Washington, D.C., would have drawn far too much attention. The equivalent of drawing an arrow on a map.


No. In the end restraint had won out over any inconvenience he had experienced while waiting.


The line went in piecemeal. In his spare time for the past five years Smith studied the work schedules of many a local telephone company office. When a particular crew’s daily work happened to coincide with the route Smith had established, a circuitous order was sent to lay a single section of cable. There was never any doubt that the special type of cable would be available. Smith made certain it was.


To Smith it was like remotely assembling a jigsaw puzzle. The map he had drawn early on for the proposed telephone line was updated as progress was made. It was spotty at first. After three years it was little more than a long dotted line. But over the course of the past two years, that dotted line had slowly, laboriously closed up. Until all that remained was the final connection in New Roehelle.


A man of lesser patience would never have lasted so long at such a project. But, among his other sterling attributes, Dr. Harold W. Smith had patience in abundance. He was also single-minded of purpose. When he began a task, he didn’t stop until it was completed.


Which was part of the reason he was chosen for his current position as the man who would save America.


“A cure for a sick world.” That was what the man who hired Smith for this impossible task had said. “America is in trouble, Smith,” the young President of the United States told him during one of the handful of early, fateful meetings that set Smith on his new life’s mission. “We can no longer handle crime. Government is living within the boundaries of the Constitution while organized crime continues to turn the Constitution on its head. It’s a losing battle that the thugs are winning.”


That conversation took place eight years ago. Right now, as he drove along the autumn-shaded New York road, it seemed like another lifetime.


At the time Smith had been a CIA analyst nearing early retirement. He had logged more time for king and country than most. As his youth darkened under the looming shadow of middle age, Smith decided to opt out for a more settled life. He was offered and had accepted a professorship at Dartmouth, his alma mater.


His wife was thrilled. Maude Smith couldn’t wait for her Harold to assume the role of normal father. At the time, their daughter, Vickie, was in the early stages of some sort of teenage rebellion. Maude didn’t much like to talk about it. When she did, she blamed it on the crazy times they lived in. It would be good for all of them for Harold to be at the dinner table like a traditional husband and father.


A new life and a new chance for the Smith family was to begin with the fall semester of 1963. But fate had charted another course for Harold W. Smith.


Smith had been summoned to the Oval Office in the summer of ‘63. By the time his first clandestine meeting with the President was over, Smith’s life had changed forever.


The Dartmouth position was quietly declined. From that summer to fall, Smith worked on the details of a new type of crime-fighting organization. One that would operate outside the confines of the Constitution in order to preserve the very document it would habitually violate.


Smith’s organizational abilities and keen mind were without equal. Strategies, funding, staffing were all set up in less than eight weeks. When it came time to name the new agency, Smith chose CURE. It was not an acronym, but a desire. “A CURE for a sick world.”


The only thing left was a headquarters. Washington was out of the question. There were too many government agencies, too many prying eyes. With the new computer technology, it was possible to operate from a remote location. However, the woods of North Dakota or some hollowed-out bunker beneath the Rockies were not exactly convenient—either for himself or his family. After a two-month-long search, Smith stumbled upon the perfect location for CURE in, of all places, the New York Times.


As he drove his station wagon along the winding road, Smith allowed himself a rare smile at the memory of that back-page Times throwaway piece.


A high wall rose up from the woods. The road on which he was driving followed the contours of the wall around to a gated entrance. Two stone lines perched atop the granite columns on either side of the main gate. Above, a bronze sign was etched with the words Folcroft Sanitarium.


The guard at the booth nodded and waved as Smith passed.


Smith barely acknowledged the man.


He steered his car up the great gravel drive. A somber brick building loomed ahead, cloaked in spreading ivy.


Folcroft Sanitarium had been an exclusive retreat for the rich and eccentric since the 1920s. If a Rockefeller or Getty or Vanderbilt showed signs of what might be charitably termed “mental fatigue,” Folcroft was one of the approved places they could be sent. The staff at Folcroft was always caring, efficient and, above all, quiet. After all, if old Uncle Jebediah went squiffy in the head, it was vital to remand him to the care of people who knew enough to keep the good family name from appearing in the papers. According to the Times article Smith had read, Folcroft had lived off its reputation for four decades. Unfortunately as the twentieth century rolled along, the sanitarium’s fortunes faded along with those of America’s nineteenth-century moneyed aristocracy. By the time the 1960s marched in, it was pretty much expected that the venerable old institution would soon have to close its doors forever.
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