
  
[image: Last Drop]

  




  Last Drop


  The Destroyer #54


  Warren Murphy & Richard Sapir


   


  For Jeannie



  CHAPTER ONE


  WHEN LEITH BLAKE WAS sent home from school, he didn’t know he was the harbinger of a national epidemic that would make the Black Plague look like a mild case of zits by comparison. He only thought he was stoned.


  It was a fair assumption. He’d consumed five Seconals, three Tuinols, a handful of Quaaludes, and approximately a half-ounce of marijuana before breakfast. All in all, Leith felt pretty much the same as he had on every other school day morning since his twelfth birthday four years before.


  He wasn’t sent home for illness. Once every couple of months, when the faculty of the Southern Palm Beach Preparatory Academy felt like partying, a schoolwide drug inspection was held. The goods were confiscated, and the offenders sent home. Then, having cleared out the entire student body, the faculty was free to get blasted on their own without the bothersome interruption of teaching. It was a good system. Palm Prep knew how to keep morale high.


  Leith staggered in through the colonnaded portals of his family’s Palladian mansion. “Hi, Mom,” he said as he passed the yellow satin bedroom where his mother, dressed in an ostrich boa and pearls, diddled the wife of a frozen-foods magnate while she snorted a line of cocaine.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be in school or something?” Mrs. Blake asked. Her son mumbled something, but the response was lost in the shrieks emitted by the frozen-foods queen as she writhed in ecstasy.


  “What’s that, dear?” Mrs. Blake said, popping a handful of Valium.


  “Got sent home.”


  “For what?” Leith’s mother rasped while lighting a bong of hashish.


  Leith walked over to the bed and slogged a fistful of barbiturates into his gullet. “Drugs,” he said phlegmatically. The frozen-foods lady tweaked the zipper on his jeans.


  “Drugs again,” sighed Mrs. Blake, shaking her head. “Honestly, these kids today. What’s the world coming to, I’d like to know.”


  “Mfff,” replied her companion as she tilted a bottle of champagne to her lips.


  “Your father will have to be told, of course.”


  “Yeah.”


  Big deal, Leith thought. His father, hotshot of the Miami business scene, got as shitfaced as his mother did. Both of them could out-consume Leith hands down. He shambled away toward the kitchen. He wanted a cup of coffee.


  Funny, he thought. His bedroom was stocked with enough drugs to put Squibb out of business, but all the pills and powders and assorted mind and mood elevators seemed old hat now. What he really wanted—no, not wanted, but needed, craved, longed for—was a good steaming cup of black coffee.


  Well, he supposed the school guidance counselors had been right when they’d told him that his various drug habits were a passing phase. He would miss the good old days of his early teens. Even now the memory of stumbling down the street, crashing headfirst into his locker each morning, lying supine on the floor in English class and wrecking the family Mercedes every weekend were passing into misty nostalgia.


  Yes, he would miss those times. But for now, he had to get a cup of coffee down his throat before he killed somebody.


  Growing up was hell.


  · · ·


  Forty miles away in downtown Miami, Leith’s father, Drexel Armistead Blake, strode confidently into the board room of International Imports. He was the chairman of the board, and had prepared a brief statement to read to the other members. Rather, his secretary, the loyal but homely Harriet Holmes had prepared it while Blake was defending the company’s honor against the president of a rival importing firm on the racquet ball courts.


  The report didn’t look too difficult. Blake had cautioned Miss Holmes against using too many words of more than one syllable, lest he lose the attention of the other board members. They understood how rough it was to read all those big words when you had a heavy golf game waiting.


  He scanned the two typewritten pages. They looked all right. All the words he was supposed to stress were underlined, and Miss Holmes had left blanks in the spots where he was supposed to pause. He could get through it in ten minutes.


  Blake nodded cordially to Miss Holmes, who was serving coffee to the members of the board.


  Harriet Holmes blushed. Mr. Blake’s brief nod was all the thanks she required. Beaming, she poured the steaming coffee from the silver server into the cups set before the twelve illustrious men at the table.


  “Delicious, Harriet,” a distinguished white-haired man said. He was a millionaire many times over.


  “Perfect coffee,” agreed another gentleman. He was the head of the Miami Philanthropic Society. He had dined at the White House.


  “Thank you,” Harriet said meekly. The big ones, the really successful men, always appreciated small things. She sat down on her stool in the corner to take down the minutes of the meeting in flawless shorthand.


  “Gentlemen,” Blake began.


  “Freaking fantastic,” blurted the head of the Miami Philanthropic Society.


  “I beg your pardon?” Blake asked from the head of the table.


  “The coffee,” Miami Philanthropic roared, crashing the cup in his hand onto its saucer with a splinter of shattering porcelain. “Let’s have some more, damn it.”


  “Of course, sir,” Harriet said, rising quickly.


  “A blast over here, too,” demanded the distinguished white-haired gentleman who, to Harriet’s dismay, was languidly scratching his privates.


  “Hey, babe,” shouted a little balding fellow toward the far end of the table.


  Harriet worked like a dervish replenishing the empty cups as her boss tried valiantly to begin his speech.


  “Gentlemen, our quarterly profit scheme—”


  “Where’s the frigging coffee?”


  “I’m making a fresh pot, sir,” came Harriet’s meek voice from the doorway.


  “The quarterly profits—”


  “Screw the profits. Bring on the java.”


  “Gentlemen—”


  “Soak your head, Blake,” the balding fellow advised while assiduously picking his nose. The remark was met with loud guffaws from around the table.


  Blake took in the scene with calm despair. The twelve men at the table, normally as hurried and brisk as he was, sat lounging and jawing like a bunch of Sunday picnickers, their jackets off, their ties hung in loopy lassos around their necks. Two or three of them were so relaxed, they were actually nodding off.


  “Gentlemen…” Blake tried again.


  The man from Miami Philanthropic blew a Bronx cheer.


  With a sigh of resignation, Blake sat down and sipped at his cold coffee. Golf was rapidly becoming a thing of fantasy. Nine holes, maybe, if he could clear out this bunch of coffee klatchers within a half-hour.


  The coffee. It wasn’t bad at that. He took another sip. No question about it, that Harriet certainly knew how to start off the morning.


  “Damn, that’s good,” he said after licking the last drop out of the cup with his tongue.


  “No shit,” the white-haired millionaire said, blowing his nose with a honk into a monogrammed linen handkerchief.


  “Where’s Harriet?” he yelled. The others took up the chant.


  “Coming, sir. Sirs,” Harriet squeaked, traveling as fast as she could down the hall with the overflowing coffee server.


  The board room was a shambles. Several of the members lay stretched over the mahogany table, snoring loudly. The others swiveled in their chairs, scratching themselves and muttering incoherently. Drexel Blake rose shakily to his feet as she entered and staggered over to her. He grabbed the pot out of her hands and gulped down its contents, to the feeble protests of the other board members.


  Then, with a smile on his face, he slumped bonelessly to the floor.


  At 10 A.M., the board members were all sound asleep.


  At 10:30, Harriet Holmes called in the company nurse, who prescribed aspirin.


  At 11:00, Harriet called in the wives of the board members to take their husbands home.


  By noon, sitting in a local restaurant with her friend, Ann Adams, Harriet was too exhausted to eat. While Ann stuffed herself with lasagna and burgundy, Harriet downed two cups of black coffee with trembling hands.


  “It was the strangest thing I ever saw,” Harriet said, recalling the bizarre events of the morning. “All those men scratching and snorting and yelling, and poor Mr. Blake flat on his face on the oriental rug.”


  “Sounds like somebody had one tee many martoonis,” Ann Adams said, tittering as she repeated her favorite phrase.


  “But it was the first thing in the morning.” Harriet drained her second cup of coffee and collared the waiter for another. When it came, she swigged it down with expertise, wiped her chin savagely with her napkin, and heaved a deep sigh. “Balls,” she said resolutely, her eyes glassy.


  “Harriet?”


  “Thash one fine cup of coffee.”


  “It’s three,” Ann Adams corrected. “Better watch it. You’ll get the jitters.”


  Harriet responded with a reverberating belch. “Yeah. Jitters.” She stretched out until she was on a diagonal with the table.


  “Harriet? Harriet?”


  “Jush taking a little resht, hon,” Harriet said, sliding woodenly off the seat.


  · · ·


  Ann Adams never finished her lunch. After pouring her companion into a taxi, she returned to her desk at the First National Bank and Trust Company, where the chief loan officer lay draped across her “in” basket. She called for one of the bank guards to remove him, but the guard was busy wetting his pants near the tellers’ windows. She tried to get to the bank president, but he’d left for a breakfast meeting at 8 A.M. and never returned.


  Ann Adams took the rest of the day off.


  At home, she meticulously cleared her kitchen table and set upon it three sheets of white paper and two ballpoint pens.


  This would have to be reported. It was her duty. She never liked preparing these reports. They reminded her of TV movies she’d seen about Communist Russia, spying on friends and all that. Turning them in to the Thought Police.


  But the U.S. government wasn’t anything like the Thought Police, she knew. It wasn’t as if whoever was getting her reports was throwing anybody into jail or anything like that. In fact, no one seemed to be doing much of anything about the reports.


  For twenty years Ann Adams had been receiving monthly checks from the Treasury of the United States of America in exchange for reporting any unusual activities at the bank where she worked; yet nothing whatever had been done about them. When she’d exposed the blonde hussy in the small-business loans department for her shameless carryings-on with one of the junior accountants, the government had not expressed even the slightest interest. Ditto for the ten pager she’d written on her upstairs neighbor who secretly harbored ten cats in her apartment. It wasn’t banking business, but anybody who kept ten cats in the city ought to be turned in. Still, the government never lifted a finger.


  There was, of course, the incident of the vice-president at First National who embezzled $18,000 before Ann Adams sniffed him out. That was a peculiar episode. She’d gone to the bank president about it, and was told she was mistaken. Then she’d written the report. As usual, no troopers came in to finger the V-P. She doubted seriously if anyone at the Treasury Department even read the reports.


  Then, a funny thing happened. Three days after she mailed the report, the crooked V-P turned himself over to the police and returned all the money—$18,000 plus interest. And the bank president retired that very week on grounds of poor health and opened a gas station on Key West. It was a very weird coincidence, and it only went to show that Providence was on the lookout even if the federal government was sitting on its thumbs.


  But worthless or not, the government reports were part of Ann Adams’s patriotic duty. Also, the monthly checks would help pay the bills if the First National Bank and Trust folded, an occurrence that seemed imminent, considering the state the home office was in.


  She organized her thoughts. Harriet Holmes’s strange story about the board meeting of International Imports, Harriet’s own outlandish behavior at lunch, the bizarre doings at First National—they would all be included in the report. She opened a new can of coffee, prepared a pot, and began to write.


  Three hours later, she was still on the first paragraph. She tried to concentrate, but the words on the page kept melting together. She could barely keep her eyes open.


  Funny, she thought. Instead of keeping her awake, the six cups of coffee she’d drunk seemed to have the opposite effect. Smacking her lips sleepily, she picked up her pen. But her fingers were out of control, tearing through the paper and printing wobbly block letters on the tabletop.


  Something was wrong here, very wrong. Ann Adams picked up the torn sheet with its illegible scrawl and tried to read. Nothing made sense. Not on the page, not in her life. This was more important than the frowzy blonde in small-business loans or the embezzling V-P. More important, even, than her criminal neighbor with the ten cats. Something was happening to her, her body, her mind. And the same thing was happening to people all around her.


  Think about it, Ann, she told herself, concentrating. That man who was weaving down the street in front of her when she walked home. The clerk in the grocery store, passed out in the tomato bin. She had passed both instances off as drunkenness, but then there was Harriet. Harriet didn’t drink, not even eggnog at Christmas, yet she seemed as pie-eyed as the rest.


  And now herself, Ann Adams, employed for thirty years by the First National Bank and Trust, confidant of the U.S. government, seeing double and feeling itchy all over and wanting only to sleep and never get up again.


  There was a phone number. It had been given to her twenty years before by the lemony-voiced man who had first asked her to write the reports. The number, he said, was to be used only in the most dire contingency. Calling the number would signal the end of Ann Adams’s relationship with the government. There would be no more reports after the phone call, no more checks; all communication with her unknown benefactor would be severed. For reasons of national security, the voice had said. In other words, explained the man on the telephone, the number was to be used only under the most extraordinary circumstances of national emergency.


  A thunderous crash sounded outside her kitchen window. On the street below, three cars had collided in an impossible three-way head-on collision. Smoke and steam were pouring from the crumpled vehicles. A horn blew steadily. One by one, as Ann Adams watched, the three drivers got out, yawning and leaning against their automobiles, barely noticing one another as the traffic lined up behind them. Occasionally a horn honked above the endless wailing of the stopped car. Squinting to get a better view, Ann Adams could see that many of the drivers appeared to be asleep at the wheel.


  “National emergency,” Ann Adams muttered as she rummaged through her precise household files for the yellowed scrap of paper with the number written on it. She hesitated as she lifted the phone. Maybe it wasn’t a national emergency, after all. Maybe it was just a case of everyone in Miami having one tee many martoonis. Including herself.


  “But I haven’t had a drink since lunch,” she cried.


  Losing it. Losing my marbles. She must have been drinking since the solitary glass of burgundy at noon, she reasoned. Nothing else could bring on the weird sensations that were washing over her like euphoric waves. Maybe she was a secret drinker, so secret that even she didn’t know about it. She’d read about that sort of thing in magazines. Multiple personality, they called it. Maybe she was suffering from multiple personalities, and an Ann Adams she wasn’t even aware of was a lush.


  Maybe what she needed was a drink.


  An idea came to her. “Hospital,” she said aloud, fumbling with the telephone dial for the emergency number.


  It rang seventeen times.


  She hung up. “It’s got them, too,” she whispered, suddenly afraid.


  The police? She thought over the possibility, then dismissed it. What would the police do, give her a breathalizer test while the world fell apart?


  Outside her apartment door a long, protracted banging seemed to be moving toward her entrance-way. Staggering wildly, she made it to the door and flung it wide, just in time to see her upstairs neighbor, the lady with the cats, rolling end over end down the last steps in the stairway and come to rest at a crazy angle on her doormat.


  “What’s going on?” she screamed.


  An old man, the cat lady’s husband, crawled on all fours to the top of the stairway. “Sara?” he called sleepily. His face was ghostly white.


  “She’s down here,” Ann Adams shrieked. “She fell down the stairs. I think she’s dead.”


  The old man raised his head. “Honey,” he managed slowly, “you got any coffee?”


  Ann Adams slammed the door. It was a national emergency. She would have to find the number. By the phone. Call the number. But first stop the room from spinning. So tired.


  So dead tired. Maybe a small cup of coffee to perk up.


  “Perk up, get it?” she tittered as she chugged down the rest of the pot.


  She was feeling better. Somewhere, out there beyond the confines of her apartment, a national emergency was going on. But that was outside. Inside, the world was growing rosy and warm and sleepy. Just another pot of coffee for the road, and she’d go to bed.


  As she brewed the pot she saw, through her kitchen window, the body of a man hurtling slowly—oh, so slowly, as slowly as her breathing, an eternity for each graceful turn of the man’s falling form—off the roof to the sidewalk below. He landed with a soft, gushy splat.


  “One tee many martoonis,” she teased, shaking her finger at the inert form eight stories below.


  As she polished off the second pot, fire and ambulance sirens wailed all over the city. “National emergency,” she said stolidly.


  She had to do it. There was a dead woman right on her doormat, and another body on the sidewalk in front of her building, and it was her duty to call, even though the prospect of dialing the phone did look like an insurmountable task.


  With a long yawn, she unfolded the piece of yellowed paper, studied the numbers until they came vaguely into focus, and dialed.


  “Please identify yourself,” a metallic computer voice on the other end said.


  “Ngggh.”


  “Please identify yourself,” the machine repeated.


  “Adams,” she growled, realizing that she sounded like a recent stroke victim, but unable to do anything about it. “Awful Annie Adams, they call me at the bank.”


  There was a whirr of machinery on the line and then a human voice spoke. It sounded lemony and sour. “Proceed, Miss Adams.”


  “I need a cup of coffee.”


  “Would you repeat that, please?”


  “What?”


  “What you said. I didn’t understand you.”


  “What’d I say?”


  The voice faltered. “Miss Adams, are you intoxicated?” It sounded angry.


  “No!” she shouted. “Nash’nul ’mergency. But then…” She trailed off.


  “Miss Adams?”


  “Mush be,” she said. She sounded tiny and faraway to her own ears. “Mush be one tee many mar-too…”


  The phone dropped out of her hand.


  “Miss Adams?” the voice called. “Miss Adams?”


  But Ann Adams didn’t hear, because at that moment she had passed out of consciousness and slipped quietly into death.


  Along with Leith and Drexel Blake, Harriet Holmes, and 2,931 other people in the United States. And the epidemic was just beginning.


  CHAPTER TWO


  HIS NAME WAS REMO and he was racing a truck. On foot.


  And winning.


  The truck was a pickle truck, and the toll collectors at the George Washington Bridge passed glances at one another as the six-foot-tall blur whizzed past them down the inside inbound lane into New York City.


  “For a second, I thought it was a guy,” one of the toll booth operators said to his companion in the next lane.


  “Yeah, me too. Must be the light.”


  The first operator looked at the twilit sky and nodded uncertainly. “Must be.”


  “This work can get to you,” the second operator said, and they both laughed, because the blur had been barreling along at sixty miles an hour through the toll gate, and had actually sped up once the pickle truck behind it moved through its gears. And now the blur was in front of the truck, seeming to turn into a ball. The ball was rising off the ground and rolling over the truck’s cab and onto its canvas roof and over the length of it and disappearing down the back, tucking neatly inside the back end of the pickup.


  Remo came out of the spin near the end of the bridge, landing on both feet. He’d almost blown it when he caught a glimpse of the driver’s face as Remo rolled with the wind up onto the hood of the cab. The driver’s mouth had opened and he had begun to yell something to his partner in the cab, and then Remo had halted the momentum of his spin to stick his head inside the driver’s window.


  The passenger, a lanky fellow whose features had turned gray instantaneously, screamed. The driver only stared, his eyes glassy and his lips forming a rubbery “o” at the apparition on the hood of his truck.


  Horns honked. Several cars skidded out of the way as the pickle truck veered into the center lanes. Remo reached in and grabbed the steering wheel.


  “Who—who are you?” the driver stammered.


  “I’m your conscience,” Remo said. “What’s in the back of the truck?”


  The driver took a deep breath and scowled. “Pickles.”


  “Funny. I didn’t know they made pickles at the nuclear reactor in Jersey.”


  “They’re special pickles,” the driver said belligerently.


  The passenger leaned past the driver to get a better look at Remo, who was hanging onto the window by one hand, his legs stretched out along the side of the vehicle. “Say, how’s he doing that?” he whispered to the driver.


  “Shaddup,” the driver said, poking him. He turned mockingly to Remo. “He ain’t real. He said so himself.”


  “Whatever you say, pal,” Remo said, smiling.


  The driver’s face became menacing. “Oh, yeah? Well, what I say is, you better get off my truck before I drive up next to that semi.” He jutted his chin in the direction of a sixteen-wheeler in the left lane ahead. He speeded up with a crash of gears until the pickle truck rolled beside the semi.


  “Now get off, or I’m going to move in closer,” the driver snarled.


  “Like this?” Remo yanked the wheel. The pickle truck careened toward the sixteen-wheeler. A deep foghorn boomed from the semi, but it was drowned out by the screams of the men inside the pickle truck.


  “We’re dead, Sam!” the passenger screeched.


  “Shut your face.” The driver struggled to get the wheel away from Remo. He pummeled Remo’s thick wrists with both fists until he felt as if every bone in his hands was broken. Remo’s grip never wavered.


  “You know what’s back there,” the passenger cried, sweat beading on his forehead. “We’re gonna blow!” He closed his eyes and waited for doom.


  Then, in an instant, Remo was gone. The driver swerved his vehicle to narrowly miss a collision with the semi.


  “Where’d he go?”


  The driver loosened his collar and coughed weakly.


  “Let’s turn back, Sam. I don’t like this.”


  “Shaddup,” the driver said.


  “But—”


  “Look, it’s already dark out. It’ll be okay. Besides, the sooner we get rid of this shit, the better.”


  Remo stood in the back of the truck with the cargo, feeling exhilarated. Assassination was a lonely line of work most of the time. There weren’t many occasions for him to have any fun on the job.


  Of course, his teacher Chiun complained that Remo had far too much fun, given the dignity of his position as official assassin of the United States. Lately, Chiun had been complaining even more than usual about Remo’s lack of purity in movement and, even though Remo’s moves were purer than any living human’s except for Chiun himself, he would be sure to catch hell for being a wiseacre with the pickle truck driver when he ought to be concentrating on killing the man.


  Standing among the barrels of nuclear waste in the back of the truck, Remo tried to forget about having fun and concentrate on killing.


  It depressed him. Killing was what Remo did for a living, and it held no fascination for him. He could never understand why the subject was such a perennial favorite with the rest of the world, to the point where thousands of people added themselves each year to the undistinguished ranks of amateur assassins. It was crazy. If killing weren’t Remo’s job, he’d certainly never choose it for a hobby.


  · · ·


  But others did. Killing one’s fellow man was something the human race had been practicing ever since the first apeish swampdrinkers discovered that rocks and logs could be used to make other human beings lie down and stop breathing.


  Some people still killed that way. Hatchets, firehoses, BB guns, howitzers, bombs that trailed stinking blue smoke and exploded a thousand feet off target—they were all methods of killing, inefficient though they were. There were one-time killers, little old ladies who focused a lifetime of stored despair and offed former boyfriends in a fit of passion. Bored young men who never learned the seven-times table. Professional soldiers who gloried in the manly pursuits of decimating large groups of strangers. Pervert loonies who popped their cookies while slicing up the jugular veins of teenage disco queens. Cops, robbers, and Indian chiefs. And gangsters, who killed by a code whereby the only legitimate prey were individuals who somehow prevented them from achieving their ends. That was civilized killing at least, Remo thought. But then the mob had been fitting people with cement shoes for a long time. Experience counted in this game.


  And then there was sanctioned killing. The Crusaders, murdering for God. Medieval knights, murdering in the name of noblesse oblige, spearing peasants in the gentlemanly way. The Spanish Inquisitors, murdering to further the inventiveness of the human imagination. Not to mention the Romans, the Egyptians, the Chinese, the Nazis, and the Bolsheviks, all of whom managed to find their own particular ways of killing and their own reasons for why murder was okay when they were doing the murdering.


  Anybody could kill. Anybody did kill. But nobody killed like Remo. Remo was to killers what Escoffier was to short-order cooks. Remo was as much of an artist in his way as Paganini or Rembrandt or Eliot or Fabergé or Ray Charles were in theirs. He practiced killing like a Renaissance journeyman, under the master Chiun’s watchful eye. Before, he had spent ten years of apprenticeship perfecting the art. Ask your local hit man if he spent ten years learning his craft. Hardly. Murder these days was as rough and sloppy as Monday morning at the abattoir. It was graceless. Lacking form. As Chiun would say, there was no tradition in killing outside of Sinanju, the tiny Korean village whose inhabitants had nurtured and developed the art to its present state.


  A note about Sinanju: Outside of producing the most extraordinary killers the world has ever known, the village is practically useless. It is a fishing village that the fish stopped visiting centuries ago, surrounded by rocky cliffs and enveloped in perennially inhospitable weather. Its inhabitants, though Oriental, lack the manual dexterity notable among the race. “Made In Korea” does not mean made in Sinanju.


  Nothing of any value whatever is made in Sinanju, with the exception of one baby every hundred years or so. This baby, under the care of the reigning Master of Sinanju, is taught the secrets of the sun source of the martial arts from which the lesser forms of tae kwan do, karate, aikido, and jujitsu are derived. But only one person in a century learns the true methods of Sinanju.


  And when that baby becomes himself Master of Sinanju, he sets forth in the tradition of his ancestors to support the village in the only way the village will accept: by hiring his skills to the rulers of other lands. Thus has Sinanju preserved a tradition of having no loyalties, no chauvinistic bias, no political morals.


  Until recently. For Chiun’s natural apprentice, Nuihc, deviated from the ways of Sinanju and was unacceptable to continue his training. And the Master, advanced in years, had to continue hiring out his services without an apprentice to take his place.


  So when an offer came to Chiun, Master of Sinanju, to work not as an assassin but as a trainer to a pupil who would learn the ways of Sinanju as Chiun’s natural apprentice, the old Master accepted.


  The offer came from the West, from the United States of America. For in the government of the United States was a secret sinecure, an organization called CURE that was known only to three people: The president of the United States, the director of CURE, and Remo, the organization’s enforcement arm.


  CURE was formed at the direction of a long-dead president to combat crime by means outside the Constitution. It was developed by a computer expert and ex-CIA agent named Harold W. Smith. Smith hired Chiun not to kill, but to teach Remo how to kill.


  The selection of Remo as Chiun’s pupil occurred almost at random: A rookie policeman with a good record in Vietnam happened to come to the attention of Dr. Smith’s computers. After that, nothing that happened was ethical or in any way legal, as if to set a precedent for the kind of extremely illegal operation which CURE was to be.


  The policeman was framed for a crime he didn’t commit, and was sentenced to die in an electric chair that didn’t work.


  On the day following his alleged death, the policeman awoke in a private sanitarium called Folcroft in Rye, New York. Folcroft was an ordinary rest home except that its executive offices housed the most sophisticated computers in the world, and its director had nothing to do with the sanitarium business. His name was Dr. Harold W. Smith.


  Thus did Remo Williams become the successor of the Master of Sinanju, and one of the two greatest killers on the face of the earth.


  · · ·


  And now this great killer was looking at the tops of twelve metal containers with “Hickle’s Pickles” stamped on them as they jostled in the back of a covered pickup truck through the traffic of midtown Manhattan, looking at them and knowing that their contents were a billion times stronger than he was.


  The view from the rear section of the truck changed from the bright, variegated commercial buildings of Seventh Avenue to the elegant apartment houses of Fifty-ninth Street. Then the truck turned west, and the landscape changed again, to narrow pedestrian lanes lined with trees. The evening breeze rustled through the leaves, which were just beginning to fall.
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