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CHAPTER ONE


HE HAD WAITED ALMOST forty years for this moment. Forty years. And now the waiting would end here, on this winter day, with dirty snow clotting the road and the sun high and remote and cheerless in the bleak New Hampshire sky.


He touched the lever, and the wheelchair shifted closer to the darkened window. The smell of old oil filled the interior of the van. Down the road, a car neared, weaving slightly from wheels that were out of alignment.


“Is it him?” he called, his voice cracking. Was it just his age that made it crack? Once, it had been a strong voice, a powerful voice. He had been a powerful man with a strong physique that caused the young women to throw themselves at him. But now that magnificent physique was no more, and there was only one woman left.


“Hold on,” Ilsa called. She ran out into the road, her body bouncing attractively. Ilsa tossed her long blond hair back from her soft oval face and trained Zeiss binoculars on the approaching car.


“The color is right,” she called breathlessly. “Light blue. No, wait. The plates are wrong. Out-of-state plates. No good.”


He slammed his left fist down, metal striking metal. “Damn!”


“Don’t worry,” Ilsa said through the tinted glass as she waved the passing car through. “He’ll be along. He always comes to work by this road.”


“Never mind that. I banged my hand. It stings!”


“Oh, poor baby. You really should get a grip on yourself.”


Ilsa talked at the window. She couldn’t see his face behind its smoky opacity. It didn’t matter.


“Forty years,” he said bitterly. “Actually thirty-eight years, seven months, and five days,” Ilsa offered brightly.


He grunted. She hadn’t been born then: Then, he had been as young as she was now. Had he known her then, he would have taken her. By force, if necessary. He would take her now-if he had anything left to take her with. Perhaps when this was over, he would find a way to take this foolish girl who had adopted the lost cause of a past generation as her own.


“Another car coming,” she said, dashing out into the road again. He watched her. Her black pants were snug, hugging, her shapely girlish figure. Her white blouse was uniform crisp. She wore her armband inside out, so that only the red cloth showed. Even so, it reminded him of the old days.


“Is it him? Is it Smith?”


“Yes,” Ilsa said excitedly. “It’s him. It’s Harold Smith.”


“At last.”


Harold D. Smith saw the girl first. She stood in the middle of the road, waving her arms.


She was attractive. Perhaps twenty-five or twenty-six, with a beautiful face that needed no makeup. A glimpse of a black lace brassiere showed between two straining blouse buttons. Smith noted these things absently. He had stopped looking at young women as sexual creatures about the time his white hair had started to recede, more than ten years before.


Smith braked his car. Then he noticed the van. It was one of those custom jobs, painted bronze and decorated with airbrushed designs. It had pulled onto the slushy shoulder of the road. The plastic cover was off the rear-mounted spare tire.


The blond bounced to his side of the car and Smith let the window down. She gave him a sunny smile. He did not smile back.


“Can you help me, sir?”


“What seems to be the trouble?” Harold Smith asked.


The trouble was obvious-a flat tire but Smith asked anyway.


“I can’t get the spare tire down.”


“Just a moment,” Harold Smith said. He pulled off the road, slightly annoyed that he would be late for work. He did not feel up to the exertion of changing a tire, not with what felt like three pounds of his wife’s infamous five-alarm oatmeal congealing in his stomach.


He stepped out of his car as the blond came bouncing up like a happy puppy.


“I’m Ilsa Gans,” she said, putting out her hand. Uncertainly, he took it. Her grip was strong-stronger than he expected-and with her other hand she reached behind her back and removed a cocked pistol. She pointed it at him.


“Be nice,” she warned.


Harold Smith tried to let go, but she squeezed his hand harder and spun him around. Her knee slammed into the small of his back and he fell against the car hood.


“I must warn you, young lady. If this is robbery-” But then the muzzle of the gun was at his back. He wondered if she was going to shoot him then and there.


“Hold still,” she said. Her voice was a bar of metal. She undid her red armband, and, carefully turning it right-side-out, blindfolded Harold Smith. She marched him to the disabled van.


Had Smith been able to see himself just then, he would have recognized the black symbol in a white circle that burned the front of the red blindfold that had been securely knotted around his head. He might have understood then. But then again, he might not have.


“Harold Smith?” His mouth was dry. He took a drink. Why should he be nervous? It was Smith who should be nervous.


“Yes?” Harold Smith said uncertainly. He could not see, but Smith knew he was inside the bronze-hued van. The floor was carpeted, and his bald head had brushed the plush roof as he was forced in through the sliding side door. Cool hands pushed him down into a seat. It swiveled.


“Harold D. Smith?”


“Yes?” Smith’s voice was calm.


The man had poise, if not courage. He wondered if that would make it easier. “The first ten years were the worst.”


“I don’t understand,” Smith said.


“The walls were green. Light green above, and dark green below. I could do nothing but stare at them: I thought of you often in those days, Harold Smith.”


“Do I know you?”


“I’m getting to that, Smith.” He spat the name out. His nervousness was leaving him. Good. Ilsa smiled at him. She was kneeling on the rug, looking like a dutiful daughter, except for the pistol she kept trained on the hated Harold D. Smith.


“We didn’t have television then,” he continued in a calmer voice. “Television was new. In America, people had television. But not where I had been consigned. No one had television there. So I stared at the green walls. They burned my retinas, they were so green. To this day, I cannot bear to look at grass. Or American paper money.”


Harold Smith tried to see past his blindfold. He kept his hands carefully placed one on each knee. He dared not make a move. He knew the blond-girl had the pistol-it had looked like a Luger-pointed at him.


“Eventually,” the dry voice continued. “we had television. I think that was what saved my sanity. Television fed my mind. It was my window, for the green room had no windows, you see. I think without television I would have let myself die. Even hate can sustain a person just so long.”


“Hate? I don’t know you.”


“You can’t see me, Harold Smith.”


“Your voice is not familiar.”


“My voice? You last heard it in 1949. Do you remember?”


“No,” Harold Smith said slowly.


“No! Not even a stirring memory, Smith? Not even that?”


“I’m sorry, what is this about?”


“Death, Smith. It is about death. My death… and yours.”


Smith gripped his knees tighter.


“Do you remember where you were on June 7, 1949?”


“Of course not. No one could.”


“I remember. I remember it well. It was the day I died.”


Smith said nothing. This man was obviously deranged. His mind raced. Would another car came along? Would it stop? But this was not a well-traveled road.


“It was the day I died,” the voice continued. “It was the day you killed me. Now tell me, Harold Smith, that you do not remember that day.”


“I don’t,” Smith answered slowly. “I think you have the wrong man.”


“Liar!”


“I said I don’t remember,” Harold Smith said evenly. He knew that when you dealt with unbalanced minds, it was better to speak in a calm voice. He also knew that you shouldn’t contradict them, but Smith was stubborn. He wasn’t about to go along with a madman’s ravings just to humor him.


Smith heard the whirring sounds of a small motor and the dry voice came closer. Smith suddenly understood that the wan was in a wheelchair. He remembered the handicapped decal on the back of the van.


“You don’t remember.” The voice was bitter, almost sad.


“That’s correct,” Smith said stiffly.


Smith heard a new sound then. It was a softer whirring, more like the muted sound of a dentist’s highspeed drill. The sound made him shiver. He hated visiting the dentist. Always had.


The blindfold was swept from his eyes. Smith blinked stupidly.


The man in the wheelchair had a face as dry as his voice. It resembled a bleached walnut shell, corrugated with lines and wrinkles. The eyes were black and sharp, the lips a thin desiccated line. The rest of the face was dead, long dead. The teeth were stained almost brown, with the roots exposed by receding gums.


“I don’t recognize your face,” Smith said in a voice calmer than his thoughts. He could feel his heart racing and his throat tightening with fear. The man’s features grew furious.


“My own mother wouldn’t recognize me!” the man in the wheelchair thundered. He pounded a dead dry fist on the wheelchair’s arm. Then Smith saw the blindfold hanging in the man’s other hand.


But it was not a hand. Not a human hand. It was a three-fingered claw of stainless steel. It clamped, the blindfold that the girl had worn as an armband. Smith saw a black-and-white insignia distorted in the red folds. The steel claw opened with that tiny dentist’s-drill whirring. The blindfold dropped on Smith’s lap and he recognized the Nazi swastika symbol. He swallowed uncomfortably. He had been in the war. It was a long time ago.


“You have changed too, Harold Smith,” the old man said in a quieter voice. “I can scarcely recognize you, either.”


The steel claw closed noisily. Its three jointed fingers made a deformed fist.


“Modern science,” the old man said. “I got this in 1983. Electrodes implanted in my upper arm control it. It is almost like having a natural hand. Before this, I had a hook, and before the hook, my wrist ended in a black plastic cap.”


Smith’s face was so close to the man he could smell the other’s breath. It smelled like raw clams, as if the man’s insides were dead.


“Fire did this to me. Fire took my mobility. It took my speech for many years. It nearly took my sight. It took other things too. But I will not speak of my bitterness any longer. I have searched for you, Harold Smith, and now I have found you.”


“I think you have the wrong man,” Harold Smith said softly.


“You were in the war? World War Two?”


“Yes,” he said.


“He was in the war, Ilsa.”


“He admits it then?” Ilsa said, She rose, clutching the Luger tightly.


“Not quite. He is stubborn.”


“But he is the one?” Ilsa demanded.


“Yes, this is the day. I told you I felt it in my bones.”


“We could tie him up and throw him in a ditch,” Ilsa offered. “Then cover him with gasoline. Whoosh!”


“Fire would be appropriate,” the man in the wheelchair said. “But I do not think I could bear watching the flames consume him. Memories, Ilsa. No, not fire. I must witness his death.”


Harold Smith knew then that he would have to fight. He would risk a bullet, but he would not let himself be executed. Not without a struggle.


Smith came to his feet abruptly. He pushed the wheelchair back and narrowly ducked a vicious swipe of the old man’s claw.


“Should I shoot him? Should I?” Ilsa screamed, waving her pistol.


“No. Brain him.”


Ilsa swung at Smith’s balding head with the heavy barrel of the Luger. But there wasn’t enough force behind the blow and the gun sight merely scraped skin off Smith’s head.


Smith grabbed for the gun. Ilsa kicked one leg out from under him and leaned into him. Smith fell against the swivel chair with Ilsa on top of him.


“Hold him there,” the man in the wheelchair said. Smith, his head hanging back, saw the upside-down image of the old man advancing on him with the chilly whirring of machinery.


The steel claw took him by the throat and the dentist’s drill sound filled his ears, louder and louder, reminding him of past pain, even as he felt the choking sensation that told him his windpipe was being crushed. His face swelled as his blood was forced up through the arteries in his neck. His ears popped, shutting out the drumming sound of his feet against the floor.


And all the time he could see the hideous old man’s face staring at him, the black eyes tiny and bright in the middle of the red mist that seemed to be tilling the van’s interior.


When the red mist completely filled Harold Smith’s vision, he lost all conscious thought.


“Damn!”


“What is it, Ilsa?”


“I think he wet himself.”


“They do that sometimes.”


“But-not all over me!” She stood back from Smith’s contorted corpse; looking like a woman who had been splashed by a passing car. Her hands fluttered uselessly in the air.


“You can change later. We must leave.”


“Okay. Let me lock you down.”


“First get rid of the body.”


“You don’t want it?”


“No!”


“Not even for a souvenir? I thought we were going to skin him or something.”


“Not him. He is not the one.”


“He said his name was Harold Smith. I heard him.”


“He is not the right Harold Smith.”


“Oh no, not again. Are you sure?”


“His eyes are blue. Smith’s eyes were gray.”


“Damn,” said Ilsa, kicking Smith until his body rolled out the side door. She shoved the door closed on screeching rollers. “I thought you were sure.”


“It doesn’t matter. What is one less Smith? I am sure this one was a nonentity whom no one will miss. Drive, Ilsa.”




CHAPTER TWO


HIS NAME WAS REMO and he was building a house. Remo drove the last support into the hard earth. The post sank a quarter-inch at a time, driven down by the impact of his bare fist. He used no tools. He did not need tools. He worked alone, a lean young man in chinos and a black T-shirt with strangely thick wrists and an expression of utter peace on his high-cheekboned face.


Standing up, Remo examined the four supports. A surveyor, using precision equipment, could have determined that the four posts formed a geometrically true rectangle, each post perfectly level with the others. Remo knew that without looking.


Next would come the flooring. It was important that the floor of the house sit well above ground level, at least eight inches. Like all houses in Korea, Remo’s home would sit on stilts to protect it against rainwater and snakes.


Remo had always wanted a home of his own. He had dreamed of one back in the days when he lived in a walk-up flat in Newark, New jersey, and pulled down $257.60 a week as a rookie cop. Before his police days, Remo had been a ward of the state and bunked with the other boys at St. Theresa’s Orphanage. After he was suspended from the force-after they killed him-there had been a succession of apartments and hotel rooms and temporary quarters.


He had never dreamed that one day he would build his house with his strong bare hands here on the rocky soil of Sinanju.


Two decades ago Remo had been sent to the electric chair on a false murder charge, but he did not die. Remo had been offered a choice: work for CURE, the supersecret American anticrime organization, or replace the anonymous corpse that lay in his own grave.


It wasn’t much of a choice and so Remo had agreed to become an agent of CURE. They turned him over to an elderly Korean named Chiun, the head of a fabled house of assassins, and Chiun had transformed Remo Williams into a Master of Sinanju, the sun source of the martial arts.


Somewhere along the way, Remo had become more Sinanju than American. He did not know when it had happened. Looking back, he could not even pinpoint the year. He just knew that one day long, long ago he had stepped over that line.


And now Remo had finally come home-to Sinanju on the West Korea Bay.


An aged Oriental in a subdued blue kimono strolled up the shore path and watched at a slight distance Remo’s attempt to lay hardwood planks on top of the floor frame. He was tiny, and the fresh sea breeze played with the tufts of hair over each ear and teased his wispy beard.


At length, the Master of Sinanju approached. “What are you doing, my son?”


Remo glanced back over his shoulder, then returned to his task.


“I’m building a house, Little Father.”


“I can see that, Remo. Why are you building a house?”


“It’s for Mah-Li,” Remo said.


“Ah,” said Chiun, current Master of Sinanju-the town as well as the discipline. “A wedding present, then?”


“You got it. Hand me that plank, will you?”


“Will I what?”


“Will you hand me that plank?”


“Will I hand you that plank what?”


“Huh?”


“It is customary to say ‘please’ when one requests a boon from the Master of Sinanju,” Chiun said blandly.


“Never mind,” Remo said impatiently. “I’ll get it myself.”


Remo hefted the plank into place. The floor was forming, and next would come the walls, but the hard part would be the roof. As a kid, Remo had never been good in woodworking class, but he had picked up the basics. But as far as he knew, no American high school had ever taught classes in thatching. Perhaps Chiun could help him with the roof.


“Mah-Li already has a house,” remarked Chiun after a short silence.


“It’s too far from the village,” Remo said. “She’s not an outcast from the village anymore. She’s the future wife of the next Master of Sinanju.”


“Do not get ahead of yourself. I am the current Master. While I am Master, there is no other. Why not build Mah-Li’s new house closer to mine?”


“Privacy,” said Remo, looking down the hollowed tube of a bamboo shoot. He set several of these on end, in a row, and chopped off the tops with quick motions of his hands until they stood uniform in length.


“Will that not be hard on her, Remo?”


“How so?” Remo said. He split the first shoot down the middle with a vicious crack. The halves fell into his hands, perfectly split.


“She will have far to walk to wake you in the morning.” Remo’s hand poised in mid-chop.


“What are you talking about?”


“You are not even married yet and you are already treating your future bride disgracefully.”


“How is building her a house disgraceful?”


“It is not the house. It is where the house is not.”


“Where should it be?”


“Next to the house of my ancestors.”


“Oh,” said Remo, suddenly understanding. “Let us sit, Little Father.”


“A good thought,” said Chiun, settling on a rock. Remo sat at his feet, the feet of the only father he had ever known. He folded his hands over his bent knees.


“You are unhappy that I’m not building closer to you, is that it?” Remo asked.


“There is plenty of space on the eastern side.”


“If you call twelve square feet spacious.”


“In Sinanju, we do not dwell in our homes for hours on end, as you did in your former life in America.” Remo looked out past the rock formation known as the Horns of Welcome, past the cold gray waters of the West Korea Bay. Somewhere beyond the horizon was America and the life he used to live. It was still all so fresh in his mind, but he shut away the memories. Sinanju was home now.


“A home on the eastern side would cut off your sunlight,” Remo pointed out. “I know you like the sun coming through your window in the morning. I would not deprive you of that for my own pleasure.”


Chiun nodded, the white wisps of beard floating about his chin. His hazel eyes shone with pleasant approval of his pupil’s consideration.


“This is gracious of you. Remo.”


“Thank you.”


“But you must think of your future bride. On cold mornings, she would have to walk all the way from this place to your bedside.”


“Little Father?” Remo said slowly, trying to pick the best words to phrase what he had to say.


“Yes?”


“Her bedside will be my bedside. We will be married, remember?”


“True,” said Chiun, raising a long-nailed finger. “And this is my point exactly. She should be at your side.”


“Right,” said Remo, relieved.


“Right,” said Chiun, thinking that Remo was getting the point at last. Sometimes he could be so slow. Residual whiteness. It would never go away entirely, but in a few decades Remo would be more like a Korean than he was now. Especially if he got more sun.


“So what’s the problem?” Remo asked.


“This house. You do not need it.” Remo frowned.


Chiun frowned back. Perhaps Remo had not gotten the point after all.


“Let me explain it to you,” the Master of Sinanju said. “Mah-Li’s place is at your side, correct?”


“That’s right.”


“Good. You had said so yourself. And your place is at my side, correct?”


“You are the Master of Sinanju. I am your pupil.” Chiun rose to his feet and clapped his hands happily.


“Excellent! Then it is settled.”


“What is settled?” Remo asked, getting up.


“Mah-Li will move in with us after the marriage. Come, I will help you take this unnecessary structure apart.”


“Wait a minute, Little Father. I never agreed to that.”


Chiun looked at Remo with astonishment wrinkling his parchment visage.


“What? You do not want Mah-Li? Beautiful Mah-Li, kind Mah-Li, who has graciously consented to overlook your unfortunate whiteness, your mongrel birth, and accept you as her husband, and you do not want her to live with you upon your marriage? Is this some American custom you have never shared with me, Remo?”


“That isn’t it, Little Father.”


“No?”


“I wasn’t planning on Mah-Li moving in with us.”


“Then?”


“I was planning on moving in with her.”


“Moving in?” Chiun squeaked. “As in moving out? Out of the house of my ancestors?” Chiun’s many wrinkles smoothed in shock.


“I never thought of doing it any other way,” Remo confessed.


“And I never thought you would dream of doing it any other wav than the way of Sinanju,” Chiun snapped.


“I thought you’d want your privacy. I thought you’d understand.”


“In Korea, families stick together,” Chiun scolded. “In Korea, families do not break apart with marriage as they do in America. In America, families marry off their young and live many miles apart. In their apartness, they grow cool and lose their family bonds. It is no wonder that in America families fight over inheritances and murder other family members out of spite. American whites are bred to be strangers to one another. It is a disgrace. It is shameful.”


“I’m sorry, Little Father. Mah-Li and I talked it over. This is the way it is with us.”


“No, this is the way it is in the unfriendly land of your misbegotten birth. I have watched your television. I have seen Edge of Darkness, As the Planet Revolves. I know how it is. It will start with separate homes and escalate into contesting my will. I will have none of it!”


And saying no more, the Master of Sinanju turned on his heel with a flourish of skirts and sulked up the shore road back to the center of the village of Sinanju, nursing a deep hurt in his magnificent heart.


Remo said “Damn” to himself in a small voice and went back to building. He sliced dozens of long bamboo shoots with fingernails that had been made hard by diet and exercise, until he had enough to make the siding for his new home.


Remo had never dreamed that he would feel so miserable when he finally had a home to call his own.


It was near dusk when Remo finished the sides. The scent of smoking wood wafting from the village told him the cooking fires were going. The clean scent of boiling rice came to his nostrils, so sensitized by years of training that to him the aroma was as pungent as curry on the tongue. His mouth watered.


Remo decided the roof could wait.


When Remo stepped out from among the sheltering rocks that protected the village of Sinanju from the sea winds, he spotted Mah-Li, his wife-to-he, below. He slid onto a boulder and watched unnoticed.


In the village square, the other women had gathered around her. Mah-Li was a young girl, several years younger than Remo, but the older women of the village paid court to her as if she were the village grandmother.


Remo felt a swelling joy in his heart. Only weeks before, Mah-Li had been an outcast, living in a neat hovel beyond the rocks, far from the mainstream of the tiny village.


Weeks earlier, during the terrible days when it appeared that Chiun was on his deathbed, Remo was surrounded by the villagers of Sinanju, who despised him because he was not Korean. He had felt a greater loneliness than he could ever remember knowing.


It was then that he had met Mah-Li, herself an orphan, shunned by the other villagers and called by them Mah-Li the Beast. Remo had first found her living in her small hut, wearing a veil. He had thought she was deformed and felt pity for her. But her gentle ways had soothed the confusion in his soul, and he grew to love her.


When, in an impulsive moment, Remo lifted the veil from her face, he had expected to find horror. Instead, he had found beauty. Mah-Li was a doll. Mah-Li was called a beast because, by the standards of the flat-faced Sinanju women, she was ugly. By Western standards, she made the obligatory female newscaster on most TV stations look like hags.


Remo had not thought twice about proposing. And Mah-Li had accepted. Remo, whose life had lurched from one out-of-his-control situation to another, now felt complete.


Mah-Li’s laugh tinkled up from the square. Remo smiled.


As the bride of the next Master, she was respected. There was a certain hypocrisy about it. Until he had agreed to shoulder the burdens of the village, they had spat whenever Remo had walked by too. But that was the way of Sinanju villagers. For thousands of years they were the moths that circled the flame of the sun source. They were not encouraged to work, nor to think. Only to be led and fed by the Master of Sinanju, who plied the art of the assassin for the rulers of the world.


The first Masters of Sinanju had taken to their work to support the villagers, who, in times of need, were forced to drown the youngest children in the bay waters. Perhaps it had been that way once, Remo thought, but instead of the motivation for Sinanju, the villagers had became more of a convenient excuse.


Either way, they were not to blame.


Mah-Li happened to look up then, and Remo felt a shock in the pit of his stomach. Her liquid eyes never failed to do that to him. She was so gorgeous, with a face that was perfection.


Remo started down off the rocks. But Mah-Li was already on her feet, her delicate hands lifting her long traditional skirts, and met him halfway.


They kissed once, lightly, because they were in public. Over Mah-Li’s shoulder Remo saw the faces of the village women looking up at them with a rapt softness in their dark eyes that took the curse off the harsh planes of their square jaws and flat cheekbones.


“Where have you been, Remo?” Mah-Li asked lightly.


“It’s a secret,” Remo teased.


“You cannot tell me now?” She pouted.


“After we’re married.”


“Oh, but that is so long a time.”


“I’m planning to talk to Chiun about that. I don’t know why we can’t get married right now,” Remo complained. “Today.”


“The Master of Sinanju has set an engagement period. We must obey him.”


“Yeah, but nine months-”


“The Master of Sinanju knows best. It is his wish that you learn our ways before we are wed. It is not so difficult.”


“It is for me. I love you, Mah-Li.”


“And I love you, Remo.”


“Nine months. Sometimes I think he was put on earth to bust my chops.”


“What are ‘chops’?” asked Mah-Li, who had learned enough English to talk to Remo in his own language, but was confused by slang.


“Never mind. Have you seen Chiun lately?”


“Earlier. He looked unhappy.”


“I think he’s upset with me. Again.”


Mah-Li’s face tightened. The Master of Sinanju was like a god to her.


“You had words?”


“I think he’s going to have trouble adjusting to our being married.”


“The people of this village never argue with the Master. It is not done.”


“Chiun and I have been arguing for as long as we’ve known each other. We’ve argued all over America, across Europe, from Peoria to Peking. When I think of the places I’ve visited, I don’t remember the people or the sights. I remember the arguments. If we’re fighting about my refusal to grow my fingernails long, this must be Baltimore.”


“It is strange. In America, you show your love by arguing. After we are wed, do you expect me to argue with you as a token of my love?”


Remo laughed. Mah-Li’s face was puzzled and serious, like a child confronting some great, complex truth. “No, I don’t expect ever to argue with you at all.” Remo kissed her again.


He took her hand and they walked down to the village square. The villagers made way for them, all smiles and crinkling eyes. The village was full of contentment and life. As it should be, thought Remo.


Except for the House of the Masters, in the center of the village. It was a great carven box of teak and lacquers set on a low hillock. Built for the Master Wi by the pharaoh Tutankhamen, it was the largest edifice in the village. Back in America, it wouldn’t have impressed a newlywed couple as a suitable starter home. In fact, it was more of a warehouse than it was a dwelling. The earnings of centuries of past Masters of Sinanju lay piled in elegant profusion inside its walls. It was there that Chiun lived. Now the great door was closed and the windows curtained.


Remo wondered if he should go to Chiun and try to explain things to him again. But then he remembered that every time he had explained himself in the past, Chiun had always gotten his way. Even when Chiun was wrong. Especially when Chiun was wrong.


“He’ll keep,” said Remo half-aloud, thinking how hungry the smell of boiling rice was making him.


“Who will keep what?” asked Mah-Li.


Remo just smiled at her. With Mah-Li around, there was no one else in the universe.




CHAPTER THREE


DR. HAROLD W. SMITH was never happier.


Strolling into his Spartan office in the morning was a pleasure. The sun beamed in through the one-way picture window, filling the room with light. Smith deposited his worn briefcase on the desk and, ignoring the waiting paperwork, sauntered to the window.


Smith was a spare, pinch-faced man in his mid-sixties, but today a thin smile tugged at his compressed lips. He noticed the faint reflection of the smile in the big picture window and forced his lips to part slightly. Good, he thought. The flash of white teeth made the smile warmer. He would have to practice smiling with his mouth open until he got used to it. Smith adjusted the red carnation in the buttonhole of his impeccable three-piece suit. He liked the way the flower lent color to his otherwise drab apparel. Perhaps one day he would buy a suit that wasn’t gray. But not just yet. Too much change too rapidly could be overwhelming. Smith believed in moderation.


Dr. Harold Smith had worked in this very office since the early 1960’s, ostensibly as the director of Folcroft Sanitarium, on the shoreline of Rye, New York. In reality Smith, an ex-CIA agent and before that with the OSS during the war, was the head of the countercrime agency called CURE. Set up by a President who was later assassinated, CURE was an ultrasecret enforcement organization that operated outside of constitutional restrictions, protecting America from a rising tide of lawlessness.


CURE’s one agent, Remo Williams, and his equally difficult mentor. Chiun, were safely back in Sinanju. Smith expected he would never see them again. He hoped so. The present President had been led to believe Remo was dead-killed during the crisis with the Soviets-and that Chiun had gone into mourning.


It had nearly been the end of CURE, but the President had sanctioned CURE to continue operations. But with no enforcement arm. Just Smith and his secret computers-just like in the beginning, the good old days. Only now, America was getting back on track. True, there were still problems. But the Mafia’s back was being broken in major cities all over America. Public opinion was tipping the scales against drug use. White-collar crime was on the decline, thanks to the heavy exposure of corporate crime on Wall Street-exposure that Smith had helped to bring to light.


But best of all, no Remo and no Chiun. Smith had grown to respect both men, even to like them in his uncommunicative fashion. But they were difficult, unmanageable. Life was so much simpler without them.


A tentative knocking at his office door shook Smith out of his dreamy thoughts. He adjusted his Dartmouth tie before turning front the window.


“Come in,” he sang.


“Dr. Smith?” Mrs. Mikulka, Smith’s personal secretary, thrust her matronly head inside. Her face was troubled.


“Is something wrong, Mrs. Mikulka?”


“That was what I was going to ask you, Dr. Smith. I heard strange sounds in here.”


“Sounds.”


“Yes, whistling sounds.”


Smith tried his new smile on his secretary. “I believe that was me,” he said pleasantly.


“You.”


“I believe I was whistling ‘Zip a Dee Doo Dah.’”


“It sounded, if you’ll excuse me for saying so, like the steam radiator had popped a valve.”


Smith cleared his throat. “I was just thinking how good life is now. I always whistle when I’m happy.”


“I’ve worked for you for over five years, and I can’t recall you ever whistling before.”


“I was never happy at work before.”


“I’m glad, Dr. Smith. It’s nice to see you come in at a more reasonable hour, too. And spending more time with your family.”


“That reminds me,” said Dr. Smith. “My wife will be here at twelve-thirty. We’ll be having lunch.”


“Really?” said Mrs. Mikulka. “How wonderful. I’ve never met your wife.”


“I thought she’d like to see Folcroft. She’s never been here. Perhaps you’d like to join us.”


“I’d be delighted,” said Mrs. Mikulka, who was astonished at the change in her tight-fisted boss. “I hope I’m dressed properly.”


“I’m sure the cafeteria workers will find you presentable,” assured Smith …


“Ah,” said Mrs. Mikulka, realizing that her employer hadn’t changed quite that much.


“Will that be all?” asked Smith, returning to his desk.


“Oh. I left you a newspaper clipping I thought you’d want to see. It’s another odd one.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Mikulka.”


The door closed after the bosomy woman, and Smith leafed through the papers on his desk. He found the clipping. It was a brief item, a UPI dispatch:


Authorities are puzzled by the mysterious deaths of two New Hampshire men, only days apart, in Hillsborough County. Harold Donald Smith, 66, of Squantum, was found beside his parked car on a section of Route 136. His neck was crushed. Harold Walter Smith, 61, of Manchester-only twenty miles from the site of the earlier death-was discovered in his apartment. His skull had been shattered by a blunt instrument. Robbery was ruled out as the motive in both cases.


Smith tripped the intercom lever. “Mrs. Mikulka?”


“Yes, Dr. Smith?”


“You’re slipping,” Smith said in a light voice.


“Sir?”


“I’ve seen this one,” he said cheerily. “You clipped it for me two weeks ago.”


“No, sir.”


“I remember it distinctly,” said Dr. Smith, still in that light tone.


“That was a different clipping,” said Mrs. Mikulka. “Those were two other Harold Smiths.”


Smith’s voice sank. “Are you certain?”


“Check your files.”


“One moment.”


Smith carried the clipping to his file cabinet. In it, news cuttings were filed by the week. Smith had told his secretary that he collected unusual human-interest stories, the more bizarre the better. It was his hobby, he had said. In reality, Mrs. Mikulka was just another unwitting information-source for CURE.


Smith riffled through the files and pulled out a clipping headlined: “SEARCH FINDS RIGHT NAME, WRONG VICTIM.”


The clipping told of the bizarre murders of two men, both about the same age, living in different states. The two deaths were believed to be unrelated. The coincidence came to light when the wife of the first victim reported him missing and a nationwide search turned up the body of a man with the same name. The first man’s body was also later discovered.


The name the two dead men had shared was Harold Smith.


Smith returned to his desk with a stunned look on his lemony features. He sat down at the desk heavily, laying the two clippings side by side on the desktop as if they were alien bug specimens.


Smith touched a button and a concealed computer terminal rose from the desktop and locked into place. Smith booted up the system and initiated a search of all data links.


He keyed in the search code: SMITH HAROLD. Moments passed as the most powerful computer system in the world scanned its files, which were the combined files of every data link in America. Smith’s computer plugged into every systems net accessible. “Dr. Smith?”


It was Mrs. Mikulka. She was still on the intercom.


“One moment,” Smith said hoarsely.


“Are you all right?”


“I said one moment,” Smith barked.


The computer screen began scrolling names. SMITH, HAROLD A. SMITH, HAROLD G. SMITH, HAROLD T.


Swiftly Smith scanned the reports. A Harold A. Smith, used-car salesman, had reported a car stolen from his lot. Smith keyed to the next file. A Harold T. Smith was murdered in Kentucky three weeks ago.


Smith input commands to select only death reports. There were thirteen of them. Thirteen Harold Smiths had died in the last seven weeks.


“Not unusual. There are a lot of Smiths,” Harold W. Smith muttered, thinking of his relatives.


And to prove his own point, Smith saved the data as a separate file and requested reports of the deaths of all Harold Joneses in the same time period. Jones was as common a name as Smith.


There were two.


Smith asked for Harold Brown.


The computer informed him that three Harold Browns had died since November.


Puzzled, Smith returned to the Harold Smith file. The newspaper clippings had given the ages of the deceased Harold Smiths. All four victims were in their sixties. Smith requested age readouts from the file.


The first number was sixty-nine and it made Smith’s heart leap in fear. But the next digit was only thirteen, and he relaxed.


But the rest of the numbers caused a fine sheen of perspiration to break out on his ordinarily dry forehead. Every Harold Smith on the list but one had been over sixty. The oldest was seventy-two. The one exception-the thirteen-year-old-had died of leukemia, and Smith dismissed it from the file as a coincidental anomaly. All of the others were in Smith’s own age group. All of them had Smith’s name. All had been murdered.


Smith reached for his intercom, and in his agitation, forgot it was already on. He turned it off and spoke into the mike. “Mrs. Mikulka. Mrs. Mikulka.” He was shouting it the third time when Mrs. Mikulka burst into the room.


“Dr. Smith! What is it? What’s wrong?”


“This intercom. It doesn’t work!”


Mrs. Mikulka examined it critically.


“It’s off.”


“Oh. Never mind. Call my wife. Tell her I’m too busy to see her today. And forget lunch. Have the cafeteria send up a cheese sandwich with no mayonnaise or salad dressing and a tall glass of prune juice. I don’t wish to be disturbed for the rest of the day.”


Smith returned to his computer, his gray eyes fevered. Someone was killing Harold Smiths. Even if it was a random thing, it deserved investigation. If it wasn’t, it could have serious implications for CURE. Either way, Harold W. Smith knew one thing was certain.


He might be the next victim.




CHAPTER FOUR


WHEN CHIUN DID NOT emerge from his house to join in the big communal dinner in the village square, Remo decided to pretend not to notice.


Chiun was probably still angry with him, and pouting among his treasures was the surest tactic to get Remo to come to him, begging forgiveness. It wasn’t going to work this time. Rem told himself. Let Chiun pout. Let him pout all night. Remo went on eating.


No one else seemed to notice that Chiun wasn’t there. Or if they did, they didn’t remark on it.


The villagers sat in the smoothed dirt of the square all around Remo and Mah-Li. Closest to them squatted old Pullyang, the village caretaker. During the period of Chiun’s work-his exile, he had bitterly called it-in America-Pullyang ran the village. He was Chiun’s closest adviser. But even he didn’t seem concerned about Chiun’s absence.


Pullyang leaned over to Remo, a little cackle dribbling off his lips. Remo knew that cackle meant a joke was coming. Pullyang loved to tell jokes. Pullyang’s jokes would shame a preschooler.


“Why did the pig cross the road?” Pullyang whispered, giggling.


Remo, not thinking, asked, “Why?”


“To get to the other side,” Pullyang howled, He repeated the joke to the crowd. The crowd howled. Even Mah-Li giggled.


Remo smiled weakly. Humor was not a Korean national trait. He would have to get used to it.


Remo decided that it might be better to introduce a more sophisticated brand of humor to the good people of Sinanju. He searched his mind for an appropriate joke. He remembered one Chiun had told him.


“How many Pyongyangers does it take to change a light bulb?” Remo knew Sinanjuers considered the people of the North Korean capital particularly backward.


“What is a light bulb?” asked Pullyang, deadpan. Remo, taken aback, tried to explain.


“It is a glass bulb. You screw it into the ceiling of your house.”


“Won’t the roof leak?” asked Pullyang.


“No. The light bulb fills the hole.”


“Why make the light bulb hole then?”


“The hole doesn’t matter,” Remo said. “The light bulb is used to make light. When you have light bulbs in your house, it is like having a little sun at your command.”


“Wouldn’t it be easier to open a window?”


“You don’t use light bulbs in the daytime,” Remo said patiently. “But at night. Imagine having light all night long.”


The crowd all wore puzzled faces. This was strange to them. Ever since Remo had agreed to live in Sinanju, he had promised them improvements. He had told them the treasures of Sinanju had gathered dust for centuries and were going to waste. Remo promised to use some of the gold to improve the village. Remo had been saying that for weeks, but so far nothing had changed. Some wisely suspected that old Chiun was holding up these improvements.

OEBPS/images/9780751559132.jpg





