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Chapter 1


For Dr. Harold W. Smith, the tension began building when his battered station wagon approached the span of the Triborough Bridge.


It began as a knot in his acidy stomach that tightened with each rattle of the bridge deck plates. He popped an antacid tablet dry, let it settle, then popped two more.


Smith hated Manhattan traffic. But the late-afternoon congestion was the least of his concerns. When he eased off the foot of the bridge and rolled into Spanish Harlem, he began to feel queasy. The lemony expression on his pinched and patrician face soured even more than normal.


He shot up East 125th Street and turned left onto Malcolm X Boulevard. He was in Harlem now. It had been a year since he had last been to Harlem, when he had nearly lost his life.


During World War II, Harold Smith had operated behind enemy lines, later serving with anonymous distinction in the early days of the Cold War. In those days they called him the Gray Ghost. That was before the years had grayed his hair. His skin was gray in those days. It was a darker gray now. A congenital heart defect was responsible. He wore the same style three-piece gray suit that had been his daily uniform during his CIA days. He had worn one just like it on his wedding day. It had been written into his will that he be buried in a gray three-piece suit.


But as he sought a parking space, Smith didn’t feel like the Gray Ghost. He felt like an old white man in Harlem. At risk.


A space opened up near Mount Morris Park. It wasn’t close enough to the XL SysCorp Building that reared up four blocks south. So Smith drove on.


As soon as Smith saw the alley, he remembered it. He had parked there last time, and it was there that a street thug had tried to steal his van. He pulled in. Last time it had been night. Now it was broad daylight. How dangerous could Harlem be in broad daylight? he reasoned.


But he knew the truth. It was as dangerous as any major American city could be these days. Which was very, very dangerous indeed.


Setting the parking brake, Smith let his gray gaze go to the twenty-story XL SysCorp Building. It had been a blade of blue glass a year ago. It was still blue. Where glass once gleamed, plywood sheets covered many of the windows. Others had been shattered by vandalism and stray gunshots.


The newspapers had dubbed it the first crack skyscraper in human history. Decent people shunned it. No one would buy it. The police were afraid to enter.


Harold Smith had no intention of entering the abandoned building. He just needed to spend a few minutes in the alley adjoining it.


For a moment Smith debated leaving his worn leather briefcase in the car. Its contents were too valuable to risk their theft on the street. On second thought, leaving the briefcase on the seat might invite a brick through the window glass. A crack-head, Smith knew, was capable of stealing anything, valuable or not. And a station wagon wouldn’t fight to retain possession. Harold Smith would.


He left the car with the case clutched tightly in one white-knuckled hand. Inside was his portable-computer link and a satellite telephone. In an emergency he could call 911 with it. If there was time.


Smith walked briskly to the alley, ignoring a three-card-monte game going on at the corner and a jeering invitation from the scruffy dealer to try his luck.


The alley was a concrete apron jammed between XL SysCorp and the next building, where pages from yesterday’s Daily News swirled and made sounds on the concrete like finger bones scraping along pavement.


There was a patch of asphalt on the concrete, just as Smith had known there would be. He went to it, eyes sweeping the area warily.


People passing on the street glanced at him. One or two did a double take, but no one bothered him. Smith began to relax.


According to his computer search, the patch of tar had been laid to seal the installation of new phone lines to the XL building back when it was on the cutting edge of the information age and not a refuge for drug users. Such repairs and upgrades were performed all the time.


What brought Harold Smith to Harlem was the logged date of the repairs, September 1 of last year. The same date on which Smith had lost his dedicated telephone line to Washington, D.C.


It was no coincidence. Could be no coincidence. It was too pat. On September 1 an enemy more calculating than any human foe had launched a multi-pronged attack on CURE, the supersecret organization headed by Harold W. Smith. The attack had stripped him of his funding, his enforcement arm and the secret line to the Oval Office.


Smith had swung into action and carried the fight to XL SysCorp, bringing the source of the threat to its knees. Figuratively speaking. The foe had no knees. Or hands. It was an artificial intelligence, housed in a single computer chip. Designed to perform one single-minded function—to make a profit—it had plagued the world economy on three occasions. The first two times CURE had stopped it. On the third time the chip—it was called, for some reason, Friend—had decided to neutralize CURE before implementing its latest profit-making scheme. But Harold Smith had tracked Friend to its high-tech lair and forced it out of business—that time, he hoped, forever.


In the months that followed that midnight victory, Smith had methodically reconstituted CURE, restoring all but the dedicated hot line. Smith knew that somewhere along the buried cable pipe a break had been made, severing the multiline connection and its numerous redundant lines. The cable should have lasted for a century. It had already served Smith through three decades and eight administrations. But a five-hundred-mile buried cable was almost impossible to police since it existed on no AT&T cable maps and officially did not exist at all, any more than CURE itself existed.


In the privacy of his office at Folcroft Sanitarium in Rye, New York, where he ran CURE under the guise of a private hospital, Smith had grappled with the problem of restoring the CURE line for a solid year.


How had Friend accessed the cable? And at what point?


Months of fruitless searching and thinking had accomplished little except forcing Smith to think along unconventional lines. Only sheer desperation prompted him to investigate telephone company repair logs on or about September 1 in a Sumner Line plot from Rye to Washington, D.C.


The logs indicated numerous repairs. As he sifted through them, one in particular caught Smith’s eye. At first he thought his discovery that NYNEX had repaired a line on Malcolm X Boulevard beside the XL SysCorp Building was too convenient, too pat.


Then Smith remembered Friend had once had access to CURE’S innermost computer secrets and would know the exact path of the dedicated line to the President. The more Smith considered it, the more plausible it seemed. It wasn’t impossible, he realized, that Friend had chosen this site on which to erect his XL SysCorps headquarters precisely to access the CURE hot line. As an artificial intelligence, Friend would logically make decisions based on multiple options and advantages.


Smith stood over the patch of tar wondering if under its dirty black surface lay the answer to a year’s fruitless searching.


It seemed almost too convenient.


A gruff voice behind him caused his heart to skip a beat.


“What’s your problem?”


Smith turned, his heart now in his throat, and his throat drying like summer rain on a flat rock.


The man’s face was meaty and as black as burned steak. His sullen eyes glowered at Smith from under a blue uniform cap.


He was a cop.


Smith withdrew a card from his billfold that identified him as a field supervisor for NYNEX.


“Where’s your crew?” the cop wanted to know.


“They are due shortly.”


“This is a dangerous area to be loitering alone.”


“I can fend for myself,” Smith said matter-of-factly.


“Then why did you just about jump out of your skin when I spoke up?”


“Nervousness,” Smith admitted.


The cop handed the card back. “Okay. Watch yourself, sir. The crack-heads would cut off your feet for your shoes.”


“I understand,” said Smith, standing in the alley and looking as out of place as an insurance salesman in the Gobi Desert, while the cop continued his foot patrol.


Smith breathed a sigh of relief after he was gone. It was time to get to work.


Returning to the station wagon, he opened the trunk and pulled out a metal detector like those beachcombers use to find old coins in the sand. That was his first mistake.


Walking back to the alley, he drew more than casual stares.


The three-card-monte dealer was doing a shuck and jive with his well-dressed accomplice. The accomplice was pretending to be a mark, and the dealer was pretending to lose twenty dollars.


“Hey you! Yeah—with the treasure finder. You feeling lucky today, my man?”


“No,” said Smith.


“Then where you bebopping your scrawny white ass with that treasure finder?”


“Yeah. You think there’s some kinda treasure in Harlem?”


“Pirate treasure, maybe.”


“I am with the phone company,” Smith explained.


“Where’s your hard hat?”


“I am a supervisor.”


“Then where’s your company car? That shitbox you drove up in ain’t no company car. NYNEX guys drive NYNEX cars. With the logo, y’know.”


They were following him now. This wasn’t good. Smith briefly considered abandoning the mission and leaving Harlem. But a year’s toil had brought him to the brink of success. He wasn’t about to turn back until he had satisfied himself one way or the other.


After glancing up and down the street in vain for the neighborhood cop, Smith turned into the alley.


“You looking for Rolle?” asked the dealer, following him in.


“Yeah, you looking for Officer Rolle? Well, forget it. Rolle he chowing down on jelly-filled and those bavarians he like so well.”


“Once Rolle he start filling his gut with doughnuts, he don’t stir until his gut be filled.”


Smith flashed his false NYNEX ID and said, “I would appreciate privacy.”


They looked at him as if he had stepped out of solid brick from another dimension.


One began to laugh. The other ducked around the corner. Smith assumed he was acting as lookout.


His assumption was verified when the dealer stepped closer and lowered his voice to a growl. “Give it up.”


“Which?”


“All of it.”


“Be specific, please,” said Smith, his heart pounding.


“Don’t be smart. I want it all. The case, the treasure finder and your damn wallet.”


“There is less than ten dollars in my wallet. Not enough to make this worth your while.”


“That fine-looking case will make it worth my while.”


“I will fight before surrendering my briefcase,” Smith said earnestly.


The dealer vented a short burst of derision, half laugh and half explosion of breath. He produced a Buck knife and growled, “You got something that stand up against this mother?”


“I am going to place my briefcase and the metal detector on the ground now,” said Smith without emotion.


“Don’t forget the wallet.”


Smith lowered both objects to the concrete and, straightening, reached into his suit coat.


“Hurry it up,” the dealer said, looking back over his shoulder hastily.


The dealer heard a click and felt a light pressure against his upraised Buck knife.


His head snapped around, his eyes focusing on the knife. He had a dim impression of a grayish face with gray eyes cold behind rimless eyeglasses very close to his own. But he wasn’t looking at that. He was looking at the gray hand hovering before the blade. On either side of the blade gleamed two copper electrodes. The dealer’s eyes were bringing them into focus when a gray thumb depressed a black stud, and a bluish white crackle of electricity arced viciously between the copper electrodes. The steel knife began jumping in his hand, and he began jumping with it.


Keeping the stun gun pumping out juice, Harold Smith drove the jittering dealer to his knees, pulled back and thrust the electrodes into his chest. The man went flat on his back, the knife clutched spasmodically but uselessly in his right hand.


When he gave the man relief, Smith got to his feet and quickly deployed the metal detector. He ran it along the patch of tar, got a beep at one end, silence in the middle and a beep at the other end.


There was a severed line below, he thought with satisfaction.


From the mouth of the alley, a nervous voice said, “Hey, Jones, snap it up!”


The dealer was still down, Smith noticed With a clinical eye. His entire body was jittery with the memory of the muscle-clutching voltage it had endured.


Smith walked quickly to the alley entrance, snapping his fingers once.


When the second mugger ducked back into the alley, he asked, “What’s shaking?”


Then he saw. It was his partner.


Smith met him with the stun gun. It crackled when it touched the big brass shield of his belt buckle, and the second mugger threw his arms and legs out in all directions before slamming onto his back. The air smashed from his lungs, and while he lay there wondering what hit him, Harold Smith walked briskly back to his car, congratulating himself on a successful mission.


His sour-as-lemons face puckered up when he approached his parking space.


Smith found his station wagon up on concrete blocks, all but one tire rolling down the sidewalk, impelled by the hooded ghosts of a street gang. They were rolling the tires in through the gaping entrance of the XL SysCorp Building.


Furiously Smith strode up to a straggler who was fighting with the lugs of his rear tire.


“That is my car,” he said coldly.


The thief couldn’t have been more than fourteen but he uncoiled like a giant spring and jammed an old Army .45 into Harold Smith’s gut.


“Get a clue, Jim.”


“Where did you get that gun?” Smith asked in spite of himself.


“What’s it to you?”


“It looks familiar.”


“Found it in the building. Now back off or I cap you.”


“That is my car, my tire and I am not backing off.”


“Suit your damn self,” snarled the fourteen-year-old, and he copied something he must have seen in a movie. He tried cocking the .45 with his thumb.


Smith grabbed it out of his hand and shoved it back into his face. The second his gnarled fingers wrapped comfortably around the walnut grip, Smith knew he was holding his old Army .45, which he had abandoned in the XL SysCorp Building because he had killed a man with it.


“Go,” Smith said coldly.


The boy gulped. “I’m going.” And he did.


Standing on a public street beside his immobile station wagon and holding a loaded .45 automatic, Harold Smith realized he looked like anything but what he was supposed to be: the director of Folcroft Sanitarium.


Dropping the weapon into his briefcase, he locked the metal detector in the wagon’s back and carried himself, his life and his all-important briefcase to the West 116th subway station.


As Harold Smith took the first train downtown, he thought with a quiet satisfaction that he might have grown old, but he was still in some small ways the Gray Ghost.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and, as he rode the red desert sands, he felt at peace.


He could not remember being so much at peace. Never. Oh, maybe once or twice in his life he had felt this way. There was a time he was going to be married and finally settle down. He had known contentment back then. But tragedy had struck, and those brief, happy days flew away forever.


At other times he had felt like this, but briefly. Always briefly. Remo was an orphan. Had been raised in an orphanage. There were politicians who talked about building orphanages across the country to house children whose parents couldn’t support them. Remo had gotten a good upbringing in Saint Theresa’s Orphanage and a solid education.


But it was no substitute for a warm home filled with loving parents and brothers and sisters.


Remo had no brothers or sisters. He knew that now. His father had told him so. His father had told him many things. His birthday, which he’d never known. His mother’s name and other questions that had been unfathomable mysteries back when Remo was an orphan kid no one wanted and which had died to dull achings once he became a man.


After a lifetime of emptiness and wondering, Remo had found his true father and the truth had liberated him.


It was a new beginning. He was never going back to his old life. There was nothing to go back to. He had served America. He was through with CURE, the organization that he served, and with the life of a professional assassin.


Maybe, he thought as he rode his chestnut mare, it was time to think about settling down and raising a family, as Remo had once dreamed of doing. The old scars had all healed. A happy life was possible now. Anything was possible for a man who had found his father and the truth about himself.


As Remo rode, his dark eyes went to the biggest landmark on the Sun On Jo Indian Reservation. Red Ghost Butte. There the chiefs of the Sun On Jo tribe—his tribe, he now knew—going back for several centuries were mummified. The tribe had been founded by an exiled Korean, Kojong, whose name had come down to the Sun On Jos as Ko Jong Oh. However his name was spelled, Kojong had been Remo’s ancestor, a Master of Sinanju. Like Remo. In a way, that made Remo a kind of prodigal son. And now he had come home.


It was funny how things had worked out, Remo thought as he watched the red Arizona sun dip toward Red Ghost Butte, reddening the sandstone hills and the rippling dunes as far as the eye could see. He was the first white man to learn Sinanju, the sun source of the Eastern martial arts. Now he knew that wasn’t exactly true. He was white, true. But he also had Sun On Jo blood in him, which made him, technically, part Korean.


For years, under the tutelage of Chiun, the last pure-blooded Master of Sinanju, he had grown to feel more Korean than white. Now he knew why. It was the blood of his ancestors resurging in him.


It felt good. It felt right. For the first time in his life, all the pieces of his life fit.


Except, he thought with a sudden apprehension, one.


The one ill-fitting piece came riding across the reddening sands from Red Ghost Butte. Riding an Appaloosa pony and wearing his seamed visage like a yellowish papyrus mask, set and unhappy. Always unhappy.


The Master of Sinanju had seen every sun of the twentieth century and a fair sampling of the last. A century of living had puckered and seamed his wise face, denuded his shiny skull of hair except for puffy white clouds over each ear. Yet his hazel eyes were clear and unclouded by age.


Those eyes zeroed in on Remo and took in his buckskin clothes, beaded moccasins and the red hawk’s feather drooping from his lengthening hair.


Remo prodded his mare. They met halfway, the two horses nuzzling each other in friendly greeting.


Remo and Chiun regarded each other warily. The Master of Sinanju, who had taught Remo the skills of correct breathing that unlocked the near-superhuman potentials of his mind and body, wore the tiger-striped kimono of the Sinanju Master. His long-nailed claws held the reins tight. He held his face tight, too.


“Been visiting Kojong?” Remo asked to break the silence.


“I have broken the bitter news to my ancestor,” Chiun said in a grave voice. A dry, dusty breeze played with his wispy tendril of a beard.


“What bitter news is that?”


“That thanks to the stubborn intransigence of his two eldest male ancestors, he has been consigned to dwell in a lightless cave until the very sun turns to coal.”


Remo kept his voice light. “I met Kojong in the Void. Remember? He’s doing fine.”


“His bones yearn for the sweet hills of Korea. I have explained this to your recalcitrant father, but the years of dwelling in this harsh land have evidently filled his heedless ears with sand and his uncaring heart with stones.”


“This is Kojong’s land. He came here years before Columbus. This is where he lived. This is where he died. I think his bones are pretty happy here.”


“Pah. Spoken like a fork-tongued redskin.”


“Now, cut that out. Besides, it was the white man who spoke with forked tongue.”


“And you are part white. Your mother was white. The forking of your tongue must come from your mother.”


“If you keep insulting my mother, this is going to be a short conversation,” Remo warned.


“You are white. Do not deny this.”


“White. Sun On Jo. Korean. Probably some Navajo, too. Sunny Joe tells me I have a few drops of Irish, Italian and Spanish blood. Maybe some others. We’re not sure who all my mother’s ancestors were.”


“That is another way of saying ‘mongrel.’”


“I like the way for years you’ve been trying to convince me I’m part Korean, and now that we know it’s true, you’re throwing my white genes back in my face.”


“Dirty laundry is dirty laundry,” Chiun sniffed.


“That’s not what I meant by ‘genes.’ And wasn’t the first Master of Sinanju supposed to have been Japanese?”


Chiun’s cheeks puffed out in righteous indignation. “A canard. Told by ninjas to advance their trade.”


Remo looked away. “Forget I brought it up.”


Chiun dropped his voice. “It is time we left this treeless place, Remo.”


“Not me. I’m staying.”


“How long?”


“Don’t know. I kinda like it here. It’s open and clean, and there are hardly any telephones.”


“Emperor Smith has work for us.”


Remo eyed Chiun. “You been in touch with him?”


“No. But he always has work for the House. And the House is never idle. It cannot afford to be idle, for now there are two villages to support.”


“Don’t try that con on me. The tribe is doing fine. Sunny Joe has plenty of money. And they know how to grow their own food—which is more than I can say for the people of Sinanju.”


Chiun sat up in his saddle. “There are no fish in a desert.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Nor have I seen any ducks.”


“Say it so I understand it,” Remo promised.


“One cannot live on rice alone.”


“I’ve been branching out.”


Chiun started. “You have not eaten swine?”


“Of course not.”


“Nor steer beef?”


“My beef days are long over. You know that.”


“Then what?”


“That,” Remo said, “is between me and my honored ancestors.”


The Master of Sinanju regarded his pupil critically, as if measuring him. He leaned forward in his saddle. “Your color is different.”


“I’m out in the sun more. I’m tanning.”


“The whites of your eyes are no longer the good hue of rice.”


“My eyes see fine.”


“I detect a yellowing. Faint but discernible.”


Remo pretended to be interested in a red-tailed hawk balancing itself on a low thermal.


And leaning forward even more, Chiun began to sniff the air delicately. “Corn!” he howled. “I smell corn upon your fetid breath! You have sunk into eating filth and swill. Next you will stoop to digging potatoes from the dirt and gnawing them raw.”


“There’s nothing wrong with Sun On Jo maize. It’s grown naturally and tastes great.”


“You cannot eat corn.”


“Ko Jong Oh ate corn.”


“Who told you that lie!”


“Sunny Joe. All the Sunny Joes descended from Ko Jong Oh ate corn. It was the sun food.”


“He is called Kojong, and maize cannot sustain a Master of Sinanju. It lacks goodness.”


“Maybe. But mixed in with rice it’s great. I haven’t had com in maybe twenty years.”


“I forbid you to eat maize.”


“Too late. I’ve developed a taste for it. I’m not going back to rice and only rice.”


“Of course not. You must also have fish and duck.”


Remo made a face. “I never liked duck. You know that. I only eat duck to wash the taste of fish from my mouth. Then I switch back to fish before duck grease coats my tongue permanently.”


“If you eat only rice and maize and not duck or fish, you will sicken and die. And then where will the House be?”


“Where it’s always been. Stuck in Clamflat, North Korea.”


“Do not speak of the Pearl of the Orient that way.”


“I have an idea,” Remo said.


Chiun narrowed his hazel eyes dubiously. “What is your idea?”


“Why don’t we bring all your people out here?”


“Here! They would sooner starve.”


“Which is exactly what would happen if the House didn’t support them. But I mean it, Chiun. The climate is great year-round. There’s plenty of food. And it’s in America.”


“A country less than three centuries old. It is hardly broken in yet.”


“You have a better idea?”


“I had been considering offering these poor Korean refugees sanctuary in my village of Sinanju.”


“In North Korea? Where it’s winter three seasons out of four and there’s no food or freedom?”


“There is freedom in my village. No one would dare say otherwise. I have forbidden all derogatory speech.”


“You talk to Sunny Joe about this?” Remo asked.


“Not yet. I wished to speak to you first.”


“I doubt he would go for it.”


“These poor relations of ours have fallen into low habits, Remo. They eat corn.” His eyes narrowed. “And they drink it.”


“No disagreement there. But now that Sunny Joe’s back for good, he’s going to straighten them out.”


“Once Koreans fall into corn-eating habits, drinking spirits follows naturally. One cannot cure the symptom without eradicating the disease. They are obviously homesick.”


“It’s not going to go over, so forget it.”


Face stiffening, the Master of Sinanju drew back the reins to put space between Remo and himself. “On the morrow,” he announced, “I am leaving.”


“Okay.”


“With or without you.”


“I haven’t decided what I’m going to do with rest of my life yet,” Remo said in a nonthreatening voice.


“You will do what you must.”


“Count on it.”


“And the path you must follow is the path you have followed. You are a Sinanju assassin.”


“I don’t want to be an assassin anymore. I’ve put in my time. And I’ve put killing behind me. I’m a man of peace now.”


“Is that what you want me to tell Smith?”


“Definitely.”


“And do you also want me to inform Emperor Smith of your recent good fortune?”


A flicker of a shadow crossed Remo’s face. “You can leave that out.”


“Because if I do, he may order me to do something I would rather not do.”


“If you’re driving someplace in particular, state your destination.”


“Very well. Smith selected you above all other whites to be placed in my hands because you were a foundling. Now that you are no longer fatherless, he may see in this development a threat to his organization.”


“You suggesting Smith would order a hit on Sunny Joe?”


“You must not call him that. It is too familiar. Call him Appa, which is Korean for ‘father.’”


“I’m not comfortable calling him that. I’ve only known him a few weeks. I like ‘Sunny Joe’ better.”


“It is un-Korean. And disrespectful.”


“I’m more Sun On Jo than Korean. Remember? But back to Smith. If you’re trying to blackmail me into going with you, forget it. I’m through being an assassin.”


“Have I ever told you about the stonecutter?”


“If you had, I’ve long ago forgotten. And if you plan to, I’m not interested. Don’t tell Smith about Sunny Joe. Because you know if he sends anyone here, it’ll be you. And you also know if you come for Sunny Joe, you’ll find me standing in the way.”


The Master of Sinanju regarded his pupil with stony eyes for a long moment. “I do not appreciate you taking that tone with me, Remo Roam.”


“ ‘Williams.’ I’m keeping the name I’ve been used to all these years.”


“But I would not respect you if you failed to stand up for the one who is truly your father,” Chiun continued. “So I will let it pass.”


“Good.”


Chiun pointed his mount eastward. “Tomorrow I depart.”


“Okay.”


“With or without you.”


“I’m staying here until I decide different.”


“And if the one who sired you agrees to relocate his people to my village?”


“He won’t.”


“But if he does?”


“Ask me then.”


“Very well. I go now to write my speech.”


“It better be one heck of a speech if you hope to convince the Sun On Jos to leave their reservation.”


“My speech does not have to convince them all. Only one person.”


And with that, the Master of Sinanju turned his Appaloosa pony and sent it trotting back toward the heart of the Sun On Jo Reservation.


From his saddle Remo watched him go. He felt nothing. He didn’t know what to feel, really. For most of his adult life he had been torn between two worlds—the East of Sinanju and the West of America. His love of his country and the deep devotion and respect for the Master of Sinanju who had given him so much.


Now he stood between the stranger who was his father in blood and the man who was his father in spirit, both tugging him in different directions.


If only all the pieces would fit, he thought grimly.


And then he forked his mount and made for Red Ghost Butte.


He felt like paying his respects to Ko Jong Oh, too.


It felt good to have family and ancestors and a place where he truly belonged.


No one was going to spoil it for him, Remo promised himself.


Not even the Master of Sinanju, whom he loved with his whole heart.




Chapter 3


Harold Smith didn’t report the stripping of his station wagon until he was safely in the sanctum sanctorum of his office at Folcroft Sanitarium. He considered not reporting it at all, but that would be more suspicious than reporting it.


The Harlem police sergeant sounded bored. “We’ll never find it.”


“It was parked on Malcolm X Boulevard not two hours ago,” Smith returned thinly.


“We’ll never find it intact. You got insurance?”


“Of course.”


“Some people don’t. My advice is call your adjuster.”


“I would like every effort undertaken to recover my vehicle.”


“We’ll do what we can,” the police sergeant said with an appalling absence of conviction or enthusiasm.


Smith thanked him without warmth and returned the telephone receiver to its cradle.


This, he thought, was exactly the reality the President who had established CURE three decades ago had hoped to avoid. A lawlessness and anarchy where private property and human lives were not longer respected. Where even the police in major cities had given up enforcing every law to the fullest because they had neither the money, manpower nor will to hold back the tide of lawlessness.


Three decades of operating outside the Constitution, bending it, ignoring it and even subverting it, had preserved the security of the United States but had not restored domestic order. The America Harold Smith had grown up in wasn’t the America he was growing old in. It had changed. Despite all efforts, all sacrifices, large sections of urban America had been ceded to anarchy and fear.


It was in reflective moments like this that Harold Smith wondered if it had all been worth it. He had been CURE’S first director back in the early sixties. A President soon to be martyred had placed the awesome responsibility in his hands. America was sliding into anarchy. CURE was the prescription. Only Smith, the incumbent President and his enforcement arm would know it existed. Officially there was no CURE. Officially Harold Smith was director of Folcroft, his CIA and OSS days firmly behind him.


For three decades CURE had worked quietly to balance the scales of justice and preserve American democracy, which many considered an experiment and which only Harold Smith knew had failed utterly. CURE exposed corruption private and public. It worked through the system, manipulating it to see that the deserving were punished to the full measure of the law and, where the law could not reach, it struck down the forces bent on undermining the nation.


For the most serious missions, CURE was sanctioned to kill without regard to due process. If the media were ever to learn that a secret branch of the U.S. government controlled a covert assassin, unknown to Congress and the electorate, CURE would be shut down in a blizzard of hearings and federal indictments.


And within two years—perhaps three at most—the nation would begin to unravel like a cheap sweater.


That knowledge alone kept Harold Smith going when his old bones ached for the long-deferred peace of retirement.


Today Smith wondered if CURE were not close to fading into the twilight zone of unsanctioned government operations.


For a year now, ever since the Friend attack, his enforcement arm had been threatening to quit. Remo Williams had threatened to leave CURE many times before. It was understandable. How long could a man, even a committed patriot, be expected to solve his country’s worst crises?


This time Remo seemed determined. True, he had executed several missions. Some reluctantly, some with enthusiasm and others because his trainer had coerced or cajoled him into fulfilling his contractual obligations.


The trouble was that increasingly Remo’s obligations were to the House of Sinanju, the five-thousand-year-old House of assassins that had performed the same service to King Tut that it did the current U.S. President. Ancient Persia had enjoyed its protection, just as modern Iran had feared its wrath. Less and less had Remo felt the pull of his nation’s duty. More and more he belonged to the House.


For the past year Smith had kept Remo in play on the pretext of helping find his roots. It was a hopeless task and Smith knew it. For it was Harold Smith who years ago had a young beat cop named Remo Williams framed for a killing he never committed. Executed in an electric chair as rigged as the murder trial that condemned him, Remo was erased from existence. His fingerprints pulled, his identity and face altered, he became CURE’S enforcement arm. An ex-Marine with a pure killer’s instinct.


Smith had selected Remo in part because he was unmarried and an orphan. There were no roots to hold him to his past.


But under the training of the last Master of Sinanju, Remo had grown new roots. It was inevitable, unavoidable perhaps, but it had complicated matters the cut-and-dried Harold Smith had preferred left simple and uncomplicated.


It had been three months since Smith had any word from Remo and Chiun. The last he had heard, Remo was undergoing a grueling ordeal called the Rite of Attainment, which would sanctify him as worthy of becoming the next Reigning Master of Sinanju, the heir to the House of Sinanju and its tradition of hiring itself out to the highest bidder.


Smith had no idea how long the rite was to last. Certainly three months’ silence was a long time. Had something dire befallen either of them? Would they return to America? There was no telling. Chiun had always been prickly and unpredictable. And Remo moody and temperamental.


Could this really be the end? Smith wondered.


Sighing, he adjusted his rimless eyeglasses and found the black button under the lip of his polished black desk.


Under the flat surface of the tempered black glass, an amber computer screen came to life, canted so it was visible only to Smith’s gray eyes.


After executing the log-on and virus-scan program, he. searched his data banks for any trace of Remo or Chiun. Neither had made credit-card purchases that would indicate his present whereabouts. That in itself was strange. They had virtually unlimited expense accounts and routinely charged their cards to the maximum every month. It was as if they had dropped off I he face of the earth.


Smith logged off that file and went into the NYNEX system. It was considered uncrackable, but Smith Superuser status got him into it easily.


With deft keystrokes, Smith inserted a work order into the Manhattan NYNEX files, instructing a work crew to dig up the former excavation site beside the XL SysCorp Building and restore a severed conduit. He gave the work order a rush status and signed it “Supervisor Smith.” If anyone checked, they would learn that there was a supervisor named Smith working for NYNEX. Currently on vacation in Patagonia.


That done, Smith went through his active files. There was no incipient crisis or CURE-specific problems out there needing attention. This was a relief. Without his enforcement arm, he was extremely limited in his ability to influence events.


The thought brought a frown to Smith’s wrinkled forehead. Once the hot line to Washington was restored, he would again have voice access to the President. But what would he tell him? That his enforcement arm was missing and presumed AWOL?


As he sank into cyberspace, the desk telephone rang.


“Harold Smith? This is Sergeant Woodrow at Harlem Precinct Station calling in reference to your complaint.”


“Have you found my car?”


“Yes. I have it right here on my desk. How did you want it shipped, UPS ground or Federal Express?”


“Excuse me?”


“It’s on my desk. What left’s of it.”


“What do you mean what’s left of it?”


“I have a fender and five shards of ruby glass off a taillight. Do you have a FedEx number, sir?”


“Never mind,” said Smith. “Have you found the perpetrators?”


“Perpetrators? You’re lucky we found what we did. It is Harlem.”


“I personally witnessed my tires being rolled into the XL SysCorp Building. Have you made any progress recovering them?”


“You don’t expect us to send uniforms into that crack-house, do you?”


“I most certainly do. It harbors stolen property.”


“It also harbors upwards of fifty crack-heads, all packing automatic weapons and no compunctions about using them. That’s a job for SWAT.”


“Connect me with the SWAT commander, please.”


“I could but it won’t do you any good. SWAT handles hostage and terrorist situations. They don’t recover stolen property.”


“You are telling me you’re helpless?”


“I’m saying four tires aren’t worth police lives.”


“Thank you for your cooperation.”


“You’re welcome,” said the police sergeant, and hung up.


Harold Smith next called his insurance adjuster and when he told the agent his claim, the man unhesitantly informed him he was due approximately thirty-three dollars.


“For a station wagon?”


“For a thirty-year-old station wagon. I don’t know how you kept the thing on the road. It’s ancient.”


“It was perfectly roadable,” Smith returned.


“ ‘Roadable.’ Now, there’s a word I haven’t heard since Grandpop passed away. I’m sorry, Dr. Smith. Your car is too old to pay. Now, if you’d held it another five years, it might qualify as an antique, and maybe you could have sold it.”


“Thank you very much,” Smith said coldly.


Hanging up, he lifted his briefcase off the floor. Opening it, Smith exposed his portable-computer link to the big mainframes hidden in the Folcroft basement. A .45 automatic gleamed within.


Perhaps, he thought, it was more than time to purchase a new car. And considering that his old Army Colt had fallen into his hands once again, in an odd way he might be ahead of the game.


After all, the poison pill he habitually carried on his person was still being held hostage by Remo Williams. If the word came from the Oval Office to shut down CURE, Harold Smith might have to eat a bullet.


And he would much prefer to end his life with the weapon that had served him so well since his OSS days.




Chapter 4


The Master of Sinanju sat under the Seven Stars with the giant Arizona moon pouring its cool effulgence down upon him.


Many were his burdens. Great was his sorrow. He had guided his adopted son to his lost father at the risk of losing him. Only a deep love had impelled him to take such a grave chance. To Chiun, son of Chiun, grandson of Yi, Reigning Master of Sinanju, glory of the universe, duty to the House was paramount.


To risk losing the greatest pupil the House had ever known was an affront to his ancestors. Had he failed, they would never have forgiven him.


But he hadn’t failed. In a strange way he had guided Remo to the very ancestors they both shared. The lost ancestors neither had ever known. There was no shame in this, only sorrow.


But there was still the future to consider.


And so Chiun sat beneath the cold desert stars and wrote the speech on which the future of the House of Sinanju would turn.


Deep in the night, Sunny Joe Roam stole up on him.


Chiun detected him only at the last. It was remarkable. Only another Master of Sinanju could accomplish such a feat. Yet this gangling man with the sad yet kindly eyes and rugged face possessed the talent of stealth that smacked of Sinanju, even though his ways weir the ways of peace.


“Scare you?” Sunny Joe said in his deep, rumbling voice.


“I was deep in my meditations. Otherwise, you would not have taken me unawares.”


“What’re you writing there, chief?”


“A speech.”


Sunny Joe dropped onto the cool sand and faced the Master of Sinanju. “Mind if I read it?”


“You cannot. It is in Korean.”


“Then read it to me.”


“It is unfinished,” Chiun said stiffly.


Sunny Joe looked up. The stars hung like diamond necklaces of such breathtaking clarity they seemed within reach. “Nice night.”


“It does not make up for the insufferable days I have spent in this dry and desolate land.”


“Desert living doesn’t agree with you, I take it?”


“It is not fit for other than serpents and scorpions. I am surprised Kojong saw fit to end his days in such a place.”


“Ko Jong Oh, my father once told me, came from a place of cold and bitter seasons. He had journeyed far through snow and ice and year-round winters. Along the way, they say, his marrow froze solid. He vowed then never to end his trail until he came to a place so warm it unfroze his bones to the core. This was the place.”
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