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  For Donna

  Who is always above and beyond.


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE YOUNGER MAN DID not sweat. Even here in the steamy, putrid depths of a Matto Grosso night, the younger man did not sweat.


  That is what Karl Webenhaus hated most about him. He hated it even more than the fact that Roger Stacy was noisily, joyously making love to Webenhaus’s wife in the open-flapped tent next to his. He hated the nonsweating even more than the fact that Stacy was going to kill him and claim for himself all the glory and the money from the discovery of the magic oil tree, which Webenhaus had worked and struggled and sweated after for so long. Roger Stacy had never sweated after anything. That was what Webenhaus hated most about him.


  Webenhaus stretched and groaned. He put down his fountain pen and got up from the camp table and stretched again. His report was done.


  He stretched one last time, then scratched his ample stomach. Fifteen years ago, he thought, that stomach had not been there. Fifteen years ago, he had been beautiful. So had Helga. She still was; but he wasn’t, not anymore.


  And why should he be? First, there had been all the long years of sabotaging Hitler’s Third Reich while pretending to be a loyal follower of the lunatic; that would age anyone. Then there was the predawn flight with Helga to the United States, arranged by his American contact, a thin, lemony man who never smiled. Then there had been the years of hard work, establishing himself in America, working as a researcher for Tulsa Torrent, the world’s largest lumber company. And then the many years of trying to find the legendary oil tree. And, just before this last trip to the Brazilian jungle, the word from the doctor that some of Webenhaus’s burgeoning stomach had nothing to do with food. It was cancer, inoperable and deadly.


  With the clock ticking inexorably toward his death, Webenhaus had worked like a madman, driving himself and everyone around him, digging deeper and deeper into the Matto Grosso. And finally he found it: the copaiba tree.


  His life was almost over, but he had made it worthwhile.


  Webenhaus wondered how Stacy would kill him, and the thought of a dying man being murdered made him laugh aloud. For a second the grunts and moans in the next tent stopped. But only for a second. Gott, Webenhaus thought, they’ve been at it—he stopped to look at his watch—for over an hour already. He laughed again. Stacy hadn’t been able to get her off. Poor Helga was still straining for release, and poor Stacy was still determinedly plugging away; both of them trying too hard and working too hard at something that was meant to be pleasurable.


  There was a sound from the dark far corner of the tent.


  Karl Webenhaus tilted the shade of the lantern that sat on his worktable so that it dimly lit the place the sound had come from. There was a small mosquito-netted cot there.


  He crossed the room to the cot, parted the netting, and bent over the tiny figure snoring gently inside.


  “Ah, Liebchen, Liebchen,” he said softly. “What will become of you, eh? But Mama will love you enough for the two of us. And your papa, he just wants to be buried here near these trees he looked for so hard and so long.”


  Webenhaus hesitated for a moment, then gently kissed the child on the cheek. She stirred slightly and he pulled back. He let the netting fall shut and stood there for a moment, silently watching her.


  He nodded to himself, went back to his worktable, and took up his pen.


  “Dear Comrade,” he wrote. “It has been many years, but once again I must ask your help. We will not ever meet again, but I must ask you to watch over little Joey…”


  Suddenly there was a stirring in the next tent and then the hushed hissing of an argument. Helga was telling Stacy what she thought of his alleged sexual prowess and that he was not even half the man that old, fat broken-down Herr Doktor Webenhaus was. Webenhaus nodded; he had overheard these conversations before, in other places and with other young men.


  Stacy tried to respond, but nothing he said seemed adequate. Helga was right. He had not performed.


  The old German heard Stacy storm out of the tent and start wandering around in the dark outside. Then Webenhaus heard his young associate start toward his tent.


  He hastily scrawled the name of the lemony man he had known for many years onto an envelope, stuffed his partly written letter inside, and inserted both into the packet that contained his report to the company. Then he opened his thick copy of Modern Ideas in the Chess Opening and began setting up the chessmen for opening variation 1066 of the Sicilian Defense.


  Webenhaus’s tent flap parted, and Roger Stacy stooped in through the opening. He was tall and lean with thick black eyebrows and a strong mouth. He moved with an easy grace.


  “Well, you old tub, you have succeeded.”


  Webenhaus took his time looking up from the chessboard. The two men’s eyes locked for a long moment before Webenhaus responded with just a nod of his head.


  A little glint of hate flashed in Stacy’s eyes. “Have you written your report to the company?” he asked.


  “Of course.”


  “Have you signed it? With your own name?”


  Webenhaus answered immediately, without hesitation. “I signed it with all our names. Yours, mine, and Helga’s. We are a team.”


  “Good,” Stacy said. “That saves me the trouble of having to write it over again under my own name.” He paused. “It’s a pity you’re not going to live to enjoy your success.”


  Webenhaus looked down at the board and hesitated for several seconds before moving his black queen’s bishop.


  “Did you hear me, old man?” Stacy asked.


  Webenhaus said nothing.


  Stacy’s eyes bulged slightly. “Old man,” he repeated.


  Webenhaus looked at him again and smiled slightly.


  “Yes?”


  “Did you hear me?”


  “I heard you, Herr Stacy.”


  “You’re going to die,” Stacy said.


  “We will all die,” Webenhaus replied softly.


  “I’m going to kill you, you fat old kraut.”


  “I know.”


  “And?”


  Webenhaus turned back to his chessboard. “This is a most interesting problem,” he said, and castled the white pieces on the queen’s side. “There seems to be no way out.”


  Roger Stacy clenched his fists and stepped toward the chessboard.


  Webenhaus moved the black king’s knight and began to whistle something almost Mozartean.


  Stacy unleashed a powerful, clumsy kick that sent Webenhaus sprawling across his table, scattering the chessmen and clattering the board to the plywood floor of the tent.


  “I’ll be back for you, you bastard,” Stacy said, pushing his way through the tent flap. Webenhaus lay on the floor, looking like an off-center stuffed owl. In the corner of the tent, the child began to stir.


  · · ·


  The company seaplane that was to take Webenhaus’s party back to civilization did not come the next day as it was supposed to. Nor the day after. Nor the day after that. It could not come for more than a week because of the rains, and then it was delayed for another week because the stream that ran by the camp was too swollen and wild for the plane to land.


  When the plane finally arrived, the camp had been burned. Cartons were strewn everywhere. Wisps of smoke still drifted toward the sky. The pilot’s name was Jesus, and as he circled overhead he uttered, “Holy Mary, mother of God.” He crossed himself twice and began to fly off.


  “Down,” ordered his passenger.


  “There are many things in the jungle, señor, that one should not see too closely,” Jesus said.


  The passenger pointed an automatic at Jesus’s right temple.


  “Down,” he repeated.


  “Down it is,” Jesus said. He put the plane into a steep bank, then came back around, circling twice more before dropping onto the now-tranquil waters of the stream.


  The passenger was a stocky, bullet-headed man whose name, Oscar Brack, suited his disposition. He not only disliked and distrusted people, he hated them, regarding dislike and distrust as mere pissant emotions, too moderate to count for anything.


  Brack also hated animals, machines, and art. The only thing he cared for in the world were trees, which was suitable since, like Stacy and Webenhaus, he was a forester for Tulsa Torrent, the biggest and richest lumber and paper-products company in the world.


  The plane coasted up to the riverbank by the camp. Brack jumped off the plane’s pontoon and took the line ashore. He aimed his gun in the general direction of the pilot until Jesus cut the engines and joined him on land.


  It was five minutes before they found Helga Webenhaus’s body. She had been staked out on top of a fireant hill, twenty yards into the jungle from the main camp. It was obvious that something sweet, perhaps honey, had been stuffed into her body openings and generously applied to her breasts, where it now dripped as an invitation to the ants to come and eat.


  Brack buried what was left of her before moving on.


  From a distance, he thought he saw a small stack of firewood. But that made no sense because there was already a big stack of firewood in front of what must have been Webenhaus’s tent. Besides, the smaller stack was topped with a huge black ball.


  Brack decided to take a closer look. Another man might have chosen not to. What from a distance seemed to be logs were actually parts of arms and legs. The black ball was Webenhaus’s head, swollen to twice its normal size.


  Jesus threw up. Brack came from New York City, so violence and brutality did not bother him. He buried what remained of Webenhaus, and then walked over to where the supply and laboratory tents stood. None had been broken into, and the supplies were still intact, even the liquor. He thought that was strange. If it had been Indians—and the jungle teemed with them—they certainly would have gone for the alcohol.


  Outside the lab, Brack found two medium-sized wooden packing cases marked for delivery to the Tulsa Torrent headquarters. He motioned for Jesus to load them onto the plane. At first the pilot pretended not to understand him. He continued to pretend until Brack fired a warning shot at him.


  From somewhere near the back of the camp, near what had been the cook’s tent, a weak shout answered the gunshot. Brack walked toward it, not bothering to be cautious, and found once-elegant Roger Stacy hidden under a pile of canvas. The usually dapper young man apparently had not eaten or shaved or changed his clothing in two weeks. His cheeks and lips were sunburned and cracked, his eyes rolled madly, and he spoke in a soft croak.


  “Indians,” he whispered, looking around as if expecting them to return momentarily.


  “When?” Brack asked.


  “Last week.” Stacy looked around, trembling and half-delirious, then struggled to take hold of himself.


  “They got all of them,” he said.


  “But not you?” Brack said.


  “I hid,” Stacy said. He looked at Brack with a combination of mistrust and wariness, then let himself faint.


  Brack lifted Stacy to his shoulders and carried him back to the plane. All the way, he felt as if he were being watched. He dumped his burden at the edge of the river, then went back for one last look around. On the plywood floor of Webenhaus’s tent, he found a scattered chess set and a manila envelope addressed to Webenhaus’s superiors at Tulsa Torrent. He peeked inside. It was some sort of report, and stuffed between its pages was another, smaller envelope. He closed up the manila envelope, folded it, and put it into the pocket of his bush jacket.


  He turned back to the riverbank and had gotten halfway there when he knew there was someone behind him. He took his gun from its holder and dropped to the ground in one fluid motion, a motion surprisingly quick and graceful for a man so big and bulky.


  Brack looked down the barrel of the weapon at a little red-haired girl standing on the path behind him, her dress torn, her face smudged with dirt, and her thumb firmly implanted in her mouth, as if it were her only means of getting oxygen in the Brazilian jungle.


  She stared at him levelly for several moments, dropped her arm to her side, then ran toward him, crying all the way.


  CHAPTER TWO


  HIS NAME WAS REMO and the air was cold.


  But what bothered him was that he felt the cold and he shouldn’t have. Feeling cold or feeling hot was simply a matter of letting your body and senses control you, instead of you controlling your body and senses.


  And as the heir apparent to the House of Sinanju, Remo was closer than any other Westerner to achieving control. For more than ten years, he had studied and trained until his body was no longer just a shell that housed the man; instead, it had become the man, and the man had become his body. Ten years. Ever since that day they had put him in the electric chair and turned the juice on, then brought him back to life to be trained as the official enforcement arm of CURE. A professional assassin for a secret agency of the United States government. The Destroyer who destroyed to save the Constitution of the United States when no other method would work.


  Ten years of training, and still he was cold.


  His concentration was faltering. And that was bad, because when one thing went, everything was in danger of going.


  He tried to put the cold out of his mind and to keep the rhythm of his movements smooth. Not that walking on water was difficult. Especially when the water had gotten cold enough to freeze but had not yet crystallized into ice. It was actually easy, if your concentration didn’t falter. Usually, walking on water required nothing more than synchronizing your body’s movements with the crests and troughs of the waves. And all bodies of water, even those in bathtubs, had waves, no matter how slight.


  Remo concentrated on moving with the energy currents as they built to a wave crest, and then just before they tumbled over into the trough he slid along to the next crest. Nothing to it. Especially with cold water. Cold water was easier because it was denser. Just about any clod with half a mind in working order could feel the energy pulses in dark, dense, cold water. It was the warm, light water that had once given him trouble.


  But now he felt his shoes getting damp and that meant his concentration was wavering. Bad. Sloppy.


  He sighed, even as he kept moving. It was one of those days. The dirty gray sky and the dirtier gray of the water were seeping into his dirty gray soul, but maybe it was just the dirty gray nature of his work that was getting to him. He was a killer of men. And now, because he was not what he had been years before, he had no choice. It was what he did.


  He slowed down slightly to get his bearings. The heavy stench of oil refineries and coking furnaces told him that the Cuyahoga River was still a half-mile up the shore of Lake Erie to his right. He scanned the shoreline to the left until he picked out his target. He was a hundred yards offshore on Super Bowl Sunday, and no one in Cleveland was watching the water. That suited him fine because it made his job easier. He wouldn’t have to eliminate any witnesses.


  Remo began walking again with the half-loopy, half-gliding motion that walking on water requires. It took him only fifteen seconds more to get to the massive stone pier.


  At the end of the pier was a large, squat wooden building with red neon beer signs in its windows. The Venetian blinds were closed. This was the place.


  The assignment had been in the making for weeks. The Cleveland mob was having a summit, which meant that all the local gangs—the Mafia, the Jews, the Irish, and the Lebanese—were getting together in a sort of United Nations of mobdom to work out some problems they were having. And each of the gangs in the mob had called in cousins and in-laws and brothers who operated the feudal dependencies for them: feudal dependencies called Detroit and San Diego and Buffalo and Arizona and Central Florida and Louisville and Indiana.


  Word of the meeting came to CURE in the usual fashion—isolated bits of data that individually meant nothing, until some intelligence had arranged them into a pattern and a picture: The secretary to the head of a large holding company in Southern California made airline reservations for her boss to fly to Cleveland for a two-week winter vacation, then quietly tipped off the publisher of a financial insiders’ newsletter; the publisher thought he was working for the CIA and passed the information along to a bland, well-mannered voice at an 800 area-code telephone number. A pimp in Las Vegas was told to send an assortment of two dozen of his prettiest boys and girls to Cleveland for a convention, and he mentioned it in passing to the cop he had on his pad; the cop informed an assistant district attorney he was reporting to; and the assistant D.A. thought he was reporting to the FBI when he passed this item along to a well-mannered voice at an 800 area-code telephone number. A Cleveland distributor of fine wines received a rush order for several cases of a particularly rare, typically expensive French wine, and to get the wine quickly, he bribed a customs inspector; another customs inspector reported the bribe to an 800 area-code telephone number, thinking that the number was a direct link to the White House.


  And the information all found its way into the massive secret computer banks at the Folcroft Sanitarium in Rye, New York. There, a tall, lemony man with a dry, well-mannered voice—Dr. Harold W. Smith, the public director of the sanitarium and the secret head of CURE—one morning pushed some buttons on his desktop computer console and watched the pattern emerge.


  He shook his head slightly and almost allowed himself a look of satisfaction. If he was right, CURE would be able to take a major step against one of the most powerful organized-crime groupings in the country. He punched instructions into the computer for more information.


  Then he sat back and waited.


  The normal quitting time for most people came and went. Dr. Harold W. Smith stayed at his desk.


  The normal dinner hour passed.


  As he had countless thousands of times, he ordered a prune-whip yogurt with lemon topping from the sanitarium kitchen and quietly nibbled at it while he waited. Early evening turned into late night, and late night into early morning before the small amber indicator light flashed on his desk.


  He raised the console from the center panel of the desk, depressed a handful of keys, and watched as pale green letters and numbers began appearing on a dark green background. Smith studied them for a moment, then reached for the telephone.


  · · ·


  That had been more than a week before, and at the end of the line was Remo and his assignment. Mass murder.


  That was what depressed Remo. Not the killing itself. He had long since stopped thinking about the taking of a target’s life in any terms other than whether or not his technique was as clean and pure as it should be. Remo was an assassin, nothing more, nothing less, the Destroyer, Shiva incarnate, and a professional.


  Killing did not bother him. But having to kill did. Having to live in a place and time where so many truly deserved to die horrible deaths, where so many had well earned their terrible fates, was what depressed Remo.


  And he knew with certainty that he was going to botch this assignment. He felt it inside. His rhythms were not tuned in to what he must do, and so he knew that he would do the job badly.


  He was alongside the pier now, and with no apparent effort he leaped from the water’s surface to the roadway that ran along the top of the structure.


  There were tiny shards of ice coating his black skinhugging T-shirt and his black chino slacks. Remo brushed the evidence of his walk from his clothing and looked around.


  A hundred yards away, half a dozen men stood guard at the entrance to the pier. Though it was public property, the pier today was off limits to all but invited guests.


  Remo shook his head. Guards never turned around. Told to watch a road, they watched a road. Told to look up, they looked up. But they never turned around to check if anything was sneaking up on them from some other direction.


  Remo strolled over to the low building with the red neon beer signs in the window. A small enclosed porch shielded the door from the cold and the wind. Two more guards huddled together inside the porch, trying to keep warm.


  When they saw Remo, they jumped apart, and their hands reached toward their pockets, fingers curling around their guns.


  “Hi, guys,” Remo said with a smile.


  “If you don’t have a reason to be here, you’re dead,” one of them growled.


  “Bye, guys,” Remo said. Still smiling, he leaped lightly up the two steps, between the two men. Their hands, wrapped around big, heavy automatics, were out of their pockets now, but they couldn’t fire without hitting each other. Each had the same brilliant idea. They raised their automatics overhead, planning to slam them down on Remo’s skull. Remo immediately shot his two hands upward, catching each man in the armpit. Like twin Lake Erie versions of the Statue of Liberty, the guards’ arms froze in position over their heads. Before their arms came down, Remo’s did. And he buried them quickly and deeply into the guards’ sternums. Their bones cracked inward, and the two men began to tumble forward. Remo caught each man and lightly pushed him back into place, so that both were leaning against the wall—but on either side of the door. They looked like a matched set of bookends, Remo thought, as he slipped inside the building and walked toward the bar.


  The room was crowded wall to wall with people.


  As he approached the bar, Remo waved to get the bartender’s attention, but two oversized men blocked his way. They dwarfed him. Remo was not truly large, perhaps six feet tall, perhaps not, and lean, weighing less than 160 pounds. He had a dark, ordinarily good looking face and dark, tranquil eyes that women found captivating. The only sign that Remo might have been more than he seemed were his wrists, which were extraordinarily thick.


  Remo faced the men who blocked his way to the bar. “Excuse me,” he said to the bigger of the two.


  The man turned and belched in Remo’s face.


  Remo shook his head. “I was afraid you’d do something like that.”


  “What’s that?” the big man asked, and belched again. The smell of bourbon and half-cooked red meat poured from his mouth.


  “Never mind,” Remo sighed, and touched the middle of the man’s chest with his index finger. The man fell to the floor, screaming. “Help me, help me. It’s my heart; it’s my heart.”


  The second big man bent over to tend to him, and Remo moved to the bar.


  “What’ll you have?” the bartender asked.


  “Make mine sarsaparilla, pardner,” Remo drawled. When the bartender went to get it, Remo realized the man was the type to take everything literally. No sense of humor. “Never mind,” he called out. “Just make it ice water.”


  Behind Remo, a crowd started to form around the dead man on the floor; Remo heard their ugly muttering. The second large man pointed to Remo’s back, and an arm reached over and grabbed Remo by the shoulder. Then the arm dropped with a loud thump. The owner of the arm still stood, until he looked down to the floor and saw his arm lying there, then he, too, fell to the floor.

OEBPS/Images/war_042_TimberLine-0730.jpg





