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Prologue


Since Man first stepped out of the seas to breathe open air and walk on mud, he has reached back into ice cold soup that spawned him for sustenance, first with his naked hands, then with rude clubs, baskets, baited hooks and netting, as many species of fish as there were to tempt him with their cold, delicate meat. Man discovered even more ways to capture them. The more he fished, the farther from the safe shores of his dry new habitat he needed to venture to fill his eternally hungry belly. Logs became rafts, and rafts acquired sails. Sails gave way to gigantic floating factories that caught, gutted and processed the multitudinous fish into fillets and steaks to feed the upright multitudes.


Soon no edible denizen of the deep, from the lowliest urchin to the mightiest whale, from the most delicious finfish to the most repellent scavenger, was safe from the species that had claimed the apex of the food chain for its own.


For centuries Man thought the oceans he plundered of bounty to be inexhaustible reservoirs of protein. And so he fished farther and farther away from his safe shores and home ports, on greater and more-efficient sailing craft. Even when the mighty whales became scarce, he paid no heed and continued his unrelenting pursuit of the cod and tuna, the lobster and the mackerel, until their vast numbers began to dwindle. Even when the warning signs became alarm bells, Man’s response was to redouble his efforts. For by this time Man was no longer a small, sustainable population, but six billion strong. Six billion mouths clamoring for food. Six billion perpetually hungry bellies of a species who possessed the skills and technology to consume all other species with whom they shared the Earth.


Man, having climbed to the top of the food chain, found himself a prisoner of his adaptive success. Like the sharks he now consumed in greater numbers than had consumed him in the past, Man had to keep moving to eat, keep hunting the lesser species if he was not to sink back into the cold soup that gave rise to him.


But the more fish he caught, the fewer fish remained for his next meal.




Chapter 1


It was supposed to be the last haul.


One last tow. It was all Roberto Rezendez desired. One last good landing before he let the federal government buy his boat, the Santo Fado, out of Innsmouth, Massachusetts, and he took up cabinet making, turning his back of the livelihood that had fed seven generations of Rezendez going back to the days when Innsmouth was the whaling capital of the New World.


The morning sky was the color of oyster shells lying discarded on the beach. The heaving swells were masked by sea smoke generated by the midwinter cold. That the waters of the Atlantic were choppy and heaving Rezendez knew from the way his bow pounded through them, making a relentless thudding that was like a drumbeat to the forlorn melody of his rust-colored trawler engine’s noisy ta-poketa ta-poketa stuttering.


In more plentiful times, the Rezendez family hauled active nets brimming with kicking cod and halibut and haddock from Georges Bank, 125 miles cut from Cape Cod. It was the cod that was best. King cod, the fish that had sustained the Pilgrims. That had been long before the first Rezendez left Portugal for a new life doing what Portuguese men had done for centuries to sustain life: fish from boats.


From his grandfather, Jorge, Roberto had heard how Georges Bank had teemed with cod in those days of wonder. How in 1895 the Patriarch cod, six feet long and weighing 211 pounds, had been pulled up from the deep. No fisherman had landed a Patriarch cod since those days of plenty. Cod did not live so long in the new century. And as the new century began to dwindle, the cod had dwindled, too.


Now that the new century was old and almost done with, the trawler nets brought up plenty of trawler trash — starfish and sea stars, skate and rusty beer cans—but few of the white-bellied cod. So damn few that even the men who lived off them had begun to understand they had dredged up almost all there were left.


Men like Roberto Rezendez had been barred from taking cod from Georges Bank. The yellowtail and the haddock were also scarce. If men of the seas respected the bans, the Commerce Department promised, the depleted groundfish stocks would replenish themselves. In ten years, they said. Some species in five. But what was a fisherman to do with himself during those five years?


Other draggers turned to scallops, but the scallop beds were being taxed by the new boats. And it cost money to refit a boat for scalloping. Some Innsmouth men went after lobster, but it was too labour-intensive. Lobstermen still caught lobster the way lobster was caught a century ago, in traps and pots that had to be laid down in the morning and taken up at night. Poachers were a problem for the lobstermen. Roberto Rezendez would have nothing to do with lobsters, which his great grandfather would grind up for fertilizer, he thought so little of the rust red ocean crawlers.


So he fished on, farther and farther out, taking as his primary catch the junk fish he used to toss back into the water dead. Instead of tender cod or delicate flounder, he harvested chewy pout, or cusk or butterfish or froglike monkfish and lumpfish. People ate them now. They cost as much per pound today as had cod or yellowtail two decades ago.


But it was a living. And as the Santo Fado muttered around the protected areas of Georges Bank, Roberto engaged the sonar scope that made finding fish such a pleasure.


His two older sons took tricks and the wheel while Roberto, now forty-nine and bent of back if not of spirit, hovered over the greenish fish-finder scope as it pinged and pinged forlornly.


They were cruising at a mere dozen knots now. Salt spray, whipped by the steady wind, deposited a rime of ice on the radar mast and gallows and net drum reels. From time to time Roberto knocked it off with a boat hook. Too much ice could capsize a trawler like the Santo Fado if allowed to build up.


It was while seeing to the ice encrusting one of the matched cable-drum reels that Roberto heard the sonar scope begin pinging wildly. Giving the huge steel drum a final ringing crack, Roberto rushed to the scope, boat hook in hand.


“Madre!” he muttered, reverting to the traditional curse of his ancestors.


“What is it, Father?” asked Carlos, the eldest.


“Come look. Come look at what your forefathers lived for, but never saw with their own eyes.”


Carlos bustled back while Manuel remained at the wheel. He was a good boy, was Manuel. Steady. Light on his feet on the pitching deck. He had fishing in his blood. His blood was fated to be thwarted, Roberto knew. He would not fish past his thirtieth birthday. That was how sad the state of the family-operated fishing enterprise had become.


The screen showed a vast mass shaped like a saucer. Over a mile long, it was composed of close-packed synchronized blips.


Roberto lay a finger against the screen and whispered, “Cod.”


“So many?”


Roberto nodded fervently. His finger shifted. “See these large blips forward? These are the mature ones, the scouts. The others maintain a constant body width between them. This way they are always in sight of one another, should danger threaten.”


“Amazing.” There was respect in the boy’s voice. Then he asked a question. “What do we do?”


“We will follow them. Perhaps they will lead us to a place where they can be legally taken.”


“Is there such a place?”


“This is to be our last haul. There are places that are legal and there are places that are not so legal. Perhaps Our Lady of Fatima will smile upon us, on this our last haul.”


They followed the bottom-swimming school, using only their sonar. From time to time, columns of cod would make for the surface to spawn. As the day lengthened and the cool sun burned off the sea smoke, they could see the cod break the surface all around them. It was a vision.


“I wish Esteban could be here to see this,” Roberto lamented.


Esteban was his youngest boy. Just in junior high, he would probably never fish, never own a boat except a pleasure craft. He played shortstop for the Innsmouth Crustaceans and often spoke of baseball as a career. But that was a young boy’s dream, nothing more.


Roberto was back attacking the ice when Manny—now taking his turn at the sonar scope—called out, “Father, something is happening down there.”


Back at the scope, Roberto saw that the school of cod was spreading out. He nodded.


“They are beating the sea floor for prey. Probably capelin.” He called up to the pilot house, “Carlos, where are we?”


Carlos consulted a marine chart. “We are approaching the Nose.”


Roberto frowned, his sun-weathered face a mask of beef jerky. The Nose was the easternmost portion of the Grand Banks fishery that Canada lay claim to. Technically the Nose was beyond the two-hundred-nautical-mile limit claimed by Canada. But the Canadians had chased the Spanish, and before them the French, from these waters as if the Nose legally belonged to them. They said the free-ranging cod were Canadian. As if any fish could possess a nationality. They existed to be taken. Nothing more.


Taking up his binoculars, Roberto scanned the skies for Canadian Coast Guard aircraft. These skies were empty of all that and of all promise.


“Stay the course,” Roberto said, throwing his luck in with the cod as his ancestors had.


The trawler muttered on, its ice-encrusted bow smashing the ten-foot swells like a stubborn bulldog with a foamy bone in its teeth.


The school did not swim in a straight line, of course. It veered this way and that. With every veer, Roberto signaled the Santo Fado to veer.


Inexorably the cod were taking them into the Nose.


“I don’t like this,” said Carlos.


“Slow,” said Roberto, who did not like it either.


They were not in legal waters. There could be a fine just for suspicion of the intent to take fish from these waters if they crossed the invisible two-hundred-mile limit into Canadian waters.


Still, the temptation was very great. This was their last haul, and the teeming cod moving beneath their aging hull were oh so very tempting.


The trawler reduced speed. The waist of the great saucer of cod, like a gigantic living thing composed of green spots of light, moved on. The trailing edge came into view.


Carlos made a noise of surprise in his throat.


“What is it?” Roberto demanded.


In answer, Carlos laid his finger against the large, elongated blip swimming directly behind the school.


Roberto stared at it in disbelief.


“I have never seen this,” he breathed.


“What is it, Father?” Manuel called from the faded white pilothouse.


“It cannot be a codfish. It is too long.”


“How long would you say?” asked Manuel.


“As long as a man,” Roberto said. “Weighing as much as a man.” And his voice trailed off. “A Patriarch,” he said under his breath, not daring to believe it himself.


“What?”


Roberto’s deep voice shook with a growing excitement. “It swims with the cod. It must be a cod. But it is not a scout. Yet it is larger than the scouts.”


“A porpoise?”


“No, a Patriarch cod. A fish not seen in over one hundred years.” Drawing a breath that burned with sea cold, Roberto Rezendez spoke the words that doomed himself, his sons, and sealed the fates of many fishermen in the days to come.


“I must have it. I must. This is the dream of my forefathers to catch that magnificent monster. We will bring it back living, as proof that the cod stocks are rebounding. The industry may yet be saved.”


Rushing to the wheel, Roberto ordered Carlos back to the sonar scope.


“Both of you guide me. We will follow until the cod stop to feed. Then we will lower our net.”


“Where are we?” Carlos asked.


“It does not matter. This is a miracle. It is bigger than one boat or one family or even which nations lay claim to what patch of cold, gray water.”


They followed the school deep into the Nose. Here cod fishermen from Nova Scotia and Newfoundland were forbidden to practice their livelihoods while boats from other waters were not constrained. Over forty thousand men had been thrown out of work by the edicts of the Canadian Department of Fisheries. Men who watched their nets dry on their docks while other men took what they could not. Roberto knew them to be honest, hardworking men. He understood their plight. He had suffered since the closing of Georges Bank. It was sad.


Until they lowered their net, it would only be a fine. Perhaps not even that. And if the seas were clear when the cod struck their prey, there would be time enough to drag the net twice. And with luck, the great cod would be hauled up from the deep. That one, Roberto and his family would personally consume once the authorities laid their incredulous eyes upon it.


Deep in the Nose, the cod struck a school of capelin. The capelin were lurking on the bottom. Sensing the approaching school, the smeltlike little fish came off the ocean floor like a rising cloud. Predatory arrows, the cod fell upon them, and the gray-green water churned.


“Slow the engines. Drop the net!” Roberto shouted.


They fell to the netting with a grim will. The square-meshed orange otter net—required by the new regulations so they would not catch immature fishes—went over the stern and into the cold water below. They took up the five-hundred-pound steel-framed oak doors and affixed them to the great U-shaped stanchions called gallows. These were dropped into the water, where they sank.


“Full throttle!” Roberto called.


The boat shook and rumbled along.


The great reels paid out cable as the forward motion of the dragger caused the net to bell and open like a great, all-catching spider web. The huge net vanished from sight.


Down below, the doors would be forced part, keeping the net wide for the unsuspecting fish.


Ahead a little blood was already rising. And fish flecks. Soon the sea would be alive with churning and consuming. It was the law of the sea. The big fish ate the little fish. And mankind ate the big fish and the little fish both.


Like a meshy mouth, the net was approaching the school when, out of nowhere, a great factory ship appeared.


It was gray. Against the soupy gray of the sea and the dull gray of the sky, it had lain there like stealthy winter’s ghost.


A foghorn blew, bringing Roberto’s head jerking ahead.


“Madre!” he whispered. Grabbing up his binoculars, he spied the name on the bow.


“Hareng Saur.”


“Quebecers!” he muttered. They were not much for high-seas fishing, preferring to crab the familiar waters of the St. Lawrence River. And they were at odds with Ottawa. Perhaps they would leave well enough alone.


But soon the ship-to-shore UHF radio was crackling with an urgent voice.


The call was in French. Only French. The only part Roberto understood was the name of his own boat, which they mispronounced atrociously.


Nervously Roberto grabbed up the mike and said, “Hareng Saur, I do not speak French. Do any of you speak English?”


More excited French garbled out of the radio speaker.


“I repeat, Hareng Saur, I do not speak French. Who among you speaks English?”


It seemed no one did.


The big factory ship came bearing down upon them.


Leaping to the stern, Roberto rejoined his sons.


“Do we cut the net cables?” asked Manny.


Roberto hesitated. This was to be the last haul. But otter nets were expensive. And he was loath to relinquish the Patriarch.


“Wait. There is still time.” He rushed back to the sonar scope. Hovering over it, he scanned the blips.


The fish were feeding ferociously. The screen was a frenzy of greenish blips. It was impossible to distinguish cod from capelin. But there was no doubt who were the predators and who the prey.


The big otter bag was slowly sweeping them before it, the cod end filling up with living cod and capelin both. As it should be.


Roberto scanned the area for the Patriarch cod. He did not see it at first, increasing his hope that it had already been swept up by the net.


Then it darted into view. There was no mistaking the blip. Curiously it was moving through the frenzy of fish with a detached purpose. Was it not hungry? It struck out on an undeviating line through the school, and zoomed off the screen.


Roberto looked up. The unerring direction would take it toward the big factory ship. But, of course, cod do not swim unerringly, except after prey.


With a sigh, he realized he had lost the opportunity of a lifetime.


“Cut the net!” The words choked in his thickening throat.


His two sons threw themselves on the brake levers controlling the matched cable reels. They jerked them hard, angrily. The reels let go. Cable whizzed out and spilled off the stern.


And as the last strands dropped into the cold, inhospitable Atlantic, a great sadness overcame Roberto Rezendez. This was how the final haul of the Santo Fado was to end. Ignominiously.


After that, things happened with bewildering rapidity.


The factory boat lowered two dull gray dories. They beat toward the Santo Fado. It was possible to escape, but Roberto decided it would be unwise to attempt to flee. There was no proof any of wrongdoing. Suspicion, yes. But no proof. Not with his otter net lying on the ocean floor.


As the dories drew closer, they could spy the faces of the approaching ones. They were strangely white. And there were weird blue vertical splotches covering the faces centered on their noses.


Roberto recalled that the fishermen of Nova Scotia were known as “bluenoses” because the dye of their blue mittens came off when they rubbed their cold noses. But Nova Scotia dory men did not paint their faces white or call their ships by French names.


Only when they were surrounded on both sides by the two dories could the true nature of the white-faced ones be discerned.


White greasepaint coated their faces. The blue splotches were greasepaint, too. They formed a crisp design. At first Roberto thought of a fish. But, of course, he would. Fish were his life. The designs were not fish. They were too ornate. Coats of arms are sometimes filled with similar designs. In this case, Roberto did not know the name or significance of this design. Only that it was hauntingly familiar.


“Why are their faces painted that way?” muttered Carlos.


“To protect against the cold,” said Roberto, who thought it must be true. What other reason could there be?


The dories bumped the old dragger’s hull and were made fast. Roberto ordered his sons to help. He himself stood on the heaving deck, shivering in his orange waders and rubber boots, the hood of his grimy gray sweatshirt protecting his head. He was still thinking of the father of codfish that had almost been his.


“Who speaks English?” he asked as the first of the white-faced ones clambered aboard.


No one, it seemed. For when they were on board, pistols were displayed.


“Are you Canadian fisheries inspectors?” Roberto asked nervously, knowing that fisheries officers operated undercover at times.


No answer. Not even in French. It was strange. Their faces were strange with their blue clown mouths and bold blue noses spreading angular wings over their gleaming white cheeks.


“We are a U.S. vessel,” said Roberto, thinking that perhaps with the Spanish name on their stern they were being mistaken for a Spanish vessel. Relations between Canada and Spain were very strained even now, two years after the so-called Turbot War.


They were urged into the boats. Not a word was spoken. It was all grunting. Perhaps some of the grunts were French grunts. Roberto could not say. He knew little enough of French.


Nodding to his sons, he led them to the dory that awaited them.


“We will obey these men, for we are in their lawful waters,” Roberto said simply.


Soon they were being conveyed to the immense factory ship. One man remained with the Santo Fado. If their boat was seized, there would be very great trouble. It had happened before, during the trouble over turbot. Scallop poachers had lost their trawlers for illegal fishing. They never got them back.


As they muttered toward the Hareng Saur, something in the water caught Roberto’s eye. It looked like a shark making its way. Or a porpoise. But the waters were too cold for a harbor porpoise.


With a stab in his heart, he thought, Torpedo!


The wake was arrowing unerringly toward the big gray sea behemoth.


Roberto started to speak up. To point. He was shushed with a hard look and a wave of a pistol. It was very eerie the way the white-faced ones operated in utter silence.


Roberto counted the long seconds to impact.


The thing had to be a torpedo. It was closing very fast. Glimpses of gunmetal gray showed in the gray water. It looked to be as long as a man. Or the Patriarch cod, he thought. But that was impossible. Cod were silvery of skin. And this thing moved like a machine.


Three seconds, Roberto counted. Two. One…


The wake ran into the gray hull, just below the waterline.


No explosion sounded. No impact came. No nothing. The wake simply ran into the side of the ship and was no more.


Perhaps it was a porpoise after all, diving playfully under the great gray hulk, Roberto thought.


Roberto turned his thoughts to his predicament. When the dory eased to the hull of the big ship, lines were lowered from davits and the dory was hoisted to open cargo holds in the side of the ship, then swung in.


They were escorted through the stinking hold, where fresh-caught fish were processed and frozen as quickly as they were disgorged from nets.


Even for a lifelong fisherman like Roberto Rezendez, it was an ugly sight. This was a gigantic processing plant. This was why there were no cod. Ships such as this devoured and reduced to cat food and fish sticks entire fish schools in a day’s time.


A corporation owned such a vessel, he knew. No hardworking family fisherman could afford it.


“This,” he whispered to his sons, “is why we have no future.”


Fish were being ripped—gutted and halved—at conveyor belts in cold rooms. The stench of gurry in the malodorous hold was nauseating.


Passing a porthole, Roberto chanced to look out. There, out in the cold gray-green Atlantic, he saw the rusty bow of the Santo Fado slip beneath the waves. Just like that. He froze but was prodded on.


Glancing out through the next porthole he came to, Roberto saw no sign of his trawler. Only a lone dory cutting the water from the place he had left his livelihood.


Could it be? Had they scuttled her? Was it possible? Roberto said nothing. But all over his body the sweat was cold and clammy, and his stomach began to heave, not from the dismal stench but in fear for his life—and the lives of his sons.


They were taken to a steel room whose floor was choked with fish entrails and other leavings. Roberto knew what this was. The fish paste called susumi would be made from such offal. Probably in this very room. It would be used in cat food.


The door valved shut. It was a very bad omen. Interrogations were not conducted in such quarters.


“I would like to explain myself,” Roberto began.


He was ignored. Workers in bright orange waders and black rubber boots used long forks to pitch fish offal into a vat. There were blades or something whirling in the vat. They whirled and spun, chewing up the bony fish so that the bones would be small and soft and digestible.


“We were not taking cod. We were tracking the Patriarch. Do you understand?” Roberto repeated the word cod and made the time-honored gesture to show the fish’s span. Of course, his arms were too short to truly encompass the size of the cod he had tracked with his fish-finding sonar.


The men with the blotchy blue-and-white faces laughed at him. A fish story. They thought he was telling them a fish story. It was understandable.


Roberto was searching his memory of Portuguese for common words that a Frenchman might understand. The languages had many similar roots. It was possible to communicate with these men before something strange transpired. He remembered the French word for cod, amazed that he possessed this knowledge.


“Morue,” he said, stumbling over the syllables.


One of the men pointed to the vat of pureeing fish. “Poisson chat,” he said in response. His blue smile was rimmed in pink, like a cut mackerel.


“Eh?”


“Poisson chat.” The smile widened so the red of his gums and inner lips was grotesque against the blue greasepaint surrounding them.


“Catfish!” Roberto exclaimed. “Yes. Catfish. I understand.” But he didn’t understand. Why were they speaking of catfish? Catfish were not caught out here in the cold Atlantic. Catfish were freshwater fish. What did they mean by catfish?


Then it hit him. Not catfish. Fish cat. Fish for cats. They were processing cat food. That was what they meant.


A kind of relief settled over Roberto Recendez’s weathered features, and he smiled sheepishly.


That was when two men stepped up and ripped Carlos. Just like that. It happened with stunning suddenness.


Two white-faced men. They strode up, swinging long tuna knives. Both stepped in, and one thrust his blade into Carlos’s unsuspecting right side while the other pierced his left. In the belly. Low in the belly. The blades touched one another with a rasping sound—touched deep in the bowels of Roberto Recendez’s eldest son, and he screamed as Carlos screamed. It was a stereo scream.


Manuel joined in, too. A whisking blade separated Manny from his nose. It fell to his feet, perfectly intact. He ran. Or tried to.


Someone gaffed him like a fish. They used a pole with a hook at the end of it, plunging it into his back. Like a fish, Manny fell to the scummy floor and flopped as the harpoon was driven deeper into his helpless body. The point made an awful rasping sound as it scraped living bone.


Roberto Rezendez had both of his case-hardened fists up and was rushing to the defense of his sons, when the two with the long tuna knives drew them out and turned to confront their attacker.


The blades were red with the blood of Carlos. Roberto stared at them in numb disbelief. It was the blood of his son on the blades. His blood. The blood that had flowed through the veins of the Rezendez family for many generations. And here these crazed Frenchmen were spilling it as casually as they gutted fish.


Face atwist, Roberto made to seize those blades. They were sharp, but his anger was sharper still. He swore foul oaths his grandfather seldom used. He cursed these butchers when his hard fingers closed over the bloody blades and the white-faced ones whipped them back, leaving blood on Roberto’s palms that might have been his sons’ or his own. It didn’t matter. It was the same blood, and he would shed all of it to avenge his family.


The blades danced and cut the air, shedding scarlet droplets with each twist. The blood spattered Roberto’s face. It got in his eyes. They stung. He tasted blood through his set teeth and he grunted out the low Portuguese curses his foes did not understand, could not understand, because all they spoke was doggerel French.


The blades whacked and chipped at Roberto Rezendez as if he were a totem pole being whittled. Except that he bled. As his sons writhed on the floor in their death torments, their lives irredeemably lost, Roberto threw punches and kicks at the white-faced tormentors, who danced in and out of range, claiming pieces of his own flesh.


The end came for Roberto Rezendez as one man feinted, while the other slipped around and, with two expert slices, whacked off a collop of biceps.


The man danced back with the piece of meat that Roberto knew was his flesh balanced on the tip of his red blade. He flicked it back over his shoulder. It landed in the vat, where it made a raspberry blotch that was soon swallowed by the churning puree.


Roberto knew his fate then. He was to be cat food. No one would ever find him. No one would ever know his fate. Nor the fate of his sons. Not Esmerelda, not Esteban. Not the grandchildren who had yet to be born to carry on the Rezendez name.


“Why are you doing this?” Roberto screamed.


The blades found his belly and his throat, and in that last memory, Roberto Rezendez knew how it felt to be a fish taken from its natural environment, to be flayed and boned by strange creatures for an alien purpose.


That last knowledge was a very bitter one. He was a man. He stood at the pinnacle of the food chain. It was absurd to be killed to feed the idle cats of the world. Let the cats fish for their own food. Let them eat fish, not Portuguese.


In his last moments of life, they gutted him. He was too weak to resist. The ripping sounds of his parting abdominal muscles were like sailcloth tearing in a gale.


Roberto watched the gray, slippery loops that were his own entrails as they were deposited into the vat of fish offal.


Santa Maria, he prayed. I call upon you to send to earth an avenger. For I have done nothing to deserve this. Nothing but fish.


In his last moment, he wept. Then he was one with the fishes who were, and had always been, his destiny.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo, and he didn’t understand the mission.


It was not the usual mission. The usual mission generally came in one of two flavors. Hit a known target. Or infiltrate and discover an unknown target’s identity. Then hit him.


Nothing was said about hitting anyone this time out.


That was strange thing number one.


Strange thing number two was the tractor trailer.


Remo was not licensed to drive tractor trailers. Not that he would let that stop him. After all, a tractor trailer was nothing more than an overgrown truck. Remo had driven trucks before. This one was longer and it had a lot more wheels, but it was still just a truck.


The instructions were simple enough. Pickup truck at rendezvous point A, drive it to point B and wait.


“Wait for what?” Remo had asked the lemony voice on the telephone.


“You don’t need to know at this time.”


“Do I need to know ever?”


“You’ll know what to do when the time comes.”


“How’s that?” asked Remo of Harold Smith, his boss.


“Everything has been arranged. The loading will be done for you. Just drive the shipment.”


“Drive it where?”


“Call me en route.”


“En route where? North, south, east or west?”


“You cannot drive east of Lubec. You will drive into the Bay of Fundy.”


“I feel like driving into the ocean right now,” Remo complained.


“Just obey instructions. You cannot go wrong.”


“If you say so,” said Remo. “Anything else I should know?”


“Yes. How to double clutch.”


“I’ll ask someone,” said Remo, who then went in search of the Master of Sinanju.


Chiun was not at home.


“Must have gone for a walk,” muttered Remo. He was going to leave a note, but the single Western-style pen in the house was out of ink. The goose quill and ink stone Chiun used were locked up tight, so Remo simply dropped down to the corner market and called his own house from a pay phone, leaving a message on the machine. It cost him a dime, but he figured it was worth it.


The drive to Maine had one good thing about it. The part of New Hampshire he passed through was very short. Of all the states of the union, Remo liked New Hampshire the least. He had heard about New England Yankees. His boss, Harold Smith, was one. Remo once thought Harold Smith was just a tight-ass until he visited New Hampshire and realized that Harold Smith was a typical product of New Hampshire—bloodless about everything except money. Smith would rather swallow a nickel than see it roll down a sewer grate.


Once in Maine, Remo began to relax. Maybe it was the fact that trees outnumbered people in Maine. It wasn’t that Remo didn’t like people. It was that he had to be particular about whom he associated with. Since he was a sanctioned assassin for a super-secret government agency, this was important. It wasn’t that Remo had a cover to protect. He had once been Remo Williams, a Newark cop, until his existence had been erased. Now he was just Remo, last name optional. According to his truck driver’s license, he was Remo Burton. But that was just in case he was pulled over. He lived simply, did no work except take on missions and tried to lead an ordinary life within those narrow constraints.


For many years, it had been simple. Remo had no social life to speak of. But now he was dating again. Really dating. The way normal people normally did. And it was an education.


For one thing, Remo had to relearn that women liked to know a lot about their dates. Otherwise there were no more dates.


They particularly wanted to know what their date did for a living.


Normally all Remo had to do was pull out a fake identity card and he was whoever the card said he was. That was fine for missions. But what about a second date? Or a third? He was stuck being Remo Bogart, FBI special agent. Or Remo MacIlwraith, with the Massachusetts State Police.


Then there were the dietary differences. On one memorable date he sat across a restaurant table from a woman who calmly poured milk into her iced tea, explaining that the milk bound the cancer-causing tannins, then confessed to having been a former substance abuser.


“What substance?” Remo had asked guardedly.


“Sugar.”


Remo’s feeling of relief lasted only as long as it took to wonder what kind of person could turn common table sugar into an abusable substance.


When she started salting her iced tea, Remo decided there would be no second date.


Then there were the ones who were pretending to be single when they weren’t. After a while Remo learned to ask Smith for a husband sweep via computer. Two times out of three, a husband would pop up on Smith’s monitor. Once, thanks to Harold Smith’s diligence, Remo discovered he was dating a female bigamist.


It was all very discouraging.


“Where are all the sane single women?” Remo had shouted into the phone one disappointing day.


“Married,” said Smith over the wire.


“Avoiding you,” said Chiun calmly from the next room.


And everybody, but everybody, wanted to go to bed on the first date. There was no chase involved. Remo liked the chase. Instead, he was the chasee. It was a problem he’d had for years. Women reacted to him the way cats react to catnip. One sniff and they were rolling on their backs, purring.


The way things were going, Remo felt he was going to have to retire from dating again.


But first he had to get the eighteen-wheeler he picked up in the Lawrence, Massachusetts truck stop to Lubec, Maine, located at the easternmost point of the U.S. according to the map. It was tucked up there on the Bay of Fundy, under New Brunswick.


Why he had to drive the freaking truck all the way up to Lubec still eluded Remo. He hadn’t figured out how to double clutch yet. He had gotten on the cab CB and hailed various truckers who came into view.


They patiently explained it to him, but every time Remo tried, he managed to miss a step and found himself crawling along in first gear.


Finally Remo decided to speed shift through the sixteen or so gears and let the transmission watch out for itself. He had a run to make.


Just south of Ellsworth, barreling along in eleventh gear, Remo ran out of luck. He was ramming it through the gears, and the transmission soon began grinding like a coffee machine trying to turn lug nuts into espresso.


“Uh-oh,” he muttered.


The eighteen-wheeler slipped into the low-ratio gears, and Remo urged it along with all his strength, which was considerable.


In third gear he crawled along another two miles while traffic blared and veered around him. Then he pulled over.


From the soft shoulder of I-95, Remo called Dr. Harold W. Smith, the director of CURE, the agency he worked for.


“Bad news. I lost the transmission.”


Smith said, “It is imperative that you make the drop zone.”


“This is a drop?” Remo said.


“The Ingo Pungo is due in three hours.”


“Is that a ship?”


“Yes.”


“I’m meeting a ship?”


“Yes,” Smith repeated.


“Ingo Pungo sounds Korean,” said Remo. “Why am I meeting a Korean ship?”


“It is connected to the last contract I negotiated with the Master of Sinanju,” explained Smith.


“Oh, yeah? Usually you ship the yearly gold tribute to the village by submarine. Why is a Korean ship coming here?”


“That is not as important as your making the drop zone on schedule. Can you get to Lubec?”


“Probably. But dent I need a semi?”


“Make the drop point. I will arrange for another truck.”


“Okay.” Then Remo had a thought and he groaned. “I hope Chiun isn’t bringing a bunch of his relatives to come live with us.”


But Harold Smith had already terminated the call.


Abandoning the truck, Remo used his thumb. No one offered him a ride, so he waited until the next eighteen-wheeler came barreling down the highway.


Climbing atop the cab of his own semi, Remo crouched there, waiting. His eyes tracked the approaching rig. He calculated instinctively—and not by numbers—variables such as speed, wind velocity and timing.


When the semi roared past, emitting diesel exhaust, Remo launched himself from his crouch; landed on the semi with his arms and legs spread and became a human suction cup.


Slipstream tried to tear him off, but his body adhered to the stainless-steel top as if Super Glued there.


Squeezing his eyes shut to protect them, Remo climbed down the blind side of the truck and slipped under the chassis where the spare tire sat flat in a tubular rack. There was enough room for Remo to stretch out if he deflated the tire Which he proceeded to do with kneading motions of his long thin fingers…


There Remo sat like a frog on an inner tube on a pond, protected from view, wind and discovery.


He just hoped the truck was going where he was going.


Eventually, the truck pulled into a truck stop; and the driver got out to chow down in a diner. Remo slipped from his perch and called Harold Smith from a pay phone.


“How are we doing?” he asked.


“You have an hour,” returned Smith.


“I’m in Machias.”


“Hire a cab. Have the driver drop you off a quarter mile from the zone. Walk the rest of the way. You will find a power boat moored to a blue buoy.”


“Power boat?”


“Take the boat fifteen nautical miles due east.”


“You might as well say fifteen furlongs. I don’t know nautical miles from kilometers.”


“Rendezvous with the Ingo Pungo. Tell them to hold their position until you have secured a new truck. Then return to shore and find the truck.”


“Okay, got it. So what’s this all about?”


“It is all about punctuality,” said Harold Smith. “Now hurry.”


“Damn that Smith!” said Remo, hanging up.


He was walking back to the highway when the truck driver caught his eye. A tall, rangy blonde with a pleasant but lined face, she was on the scruffy side in torn jeans and flannels. But Remo decided she had an honest face. He needed someone like that now.


She beat him to the punch.


“You look like a guy who could use a lift,” she said.


Remo said, “I need to get to Lubec fast.”


“I’m running a load of sea urchin to the cannery there. I could use the company.”


Remo climbed aboard. He watched as the woman double clutched the big rig onto the highway and laid down rubber for Lubec, hoping to pick up a few pointers.


“Name’s Ethel.”


“Remo.”


“What’s your business in Lubec?” Ethel asked.


“Gotta meet a boat,” Remo told her.


“Say no more.” She fell silent. It was a very thick uncomfortable silence.


Remo decided it didn’t matter what she thought, as long as he got the ride.


Dusk was falling, but the interval between the sun dropping from sight and night seizing the world was brief.


After a while, Ethel started talking again. “I’m from Nashua. New Hampshire, that is. You?”


“Boston.”


“Beantown,” she snorted. “Where they drive like they learned how in bumper cars, and the rules of the road are—there ain’t none.”


“No argument there,” said Remo.


“But it’s home, right? I know. Once I finish this run, I go back to four walls full of boredom. But it’s home.”


The unspoken invitation hung in the noisy cabin for a full mile.


Normally Remo’s tastes didn’t run to truck drivers, but this was a special situation. He took the opening. “Can I hire your rig to haul some stuff back to Boston?”
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