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CHAPTER ONE

This death threat made him think.

It had that re ​al qual ​ity about it, as if it weren’t so much a threat as a promise.

The caller had sound​ed so much like an au​then​tic busi ​ness ​man that Ernest Wal ​green’s sec ​re ​tary had
put him right through.

“It’s a Mr. Jones.”

“What does he want?” asked Wal ​green. As pres ​ident of Dat ​aCom ​pu​tron​ics in Min​neapo​lis,
Min​neso​ta, he had learned to re ​ly on his sec ​re ​tary, so much so that when he met peo​ple at busi ​ness
func ​tions he would in​stinc ​tive ​ly look for her to tell him which per ​son he should warm up to and which
he shouldn’t. It was a sim ​ple ques ​tion of not both​er ​ing to use his own judg​ment be ​cause his
sec ​re ​tary’s had proved so much bet ​ter over the years.

“I don’t know, Mr. Wal ​green. He sound​ed like you were ex​pect ​ing his call. He says it’s a some ​what
pri ​vate mat ​ter.”

“Put him on,” Wal ​green said. He could work while he talked, read​ing pro​pos ​als, check​ing out
con​tracts, sign​ing doc ​uments. It was an ex​ec ​utive’s at ​tribute, a mind that could be in two places at
once. His fa ​ther had had it; his own son did not.

Wal ​green’s grand​fa ​ther had been a farmer and his fa ​ther had owned a drug​store. Wal ​green had
thought there was a nat ​ural pro​gres ​sion, from farm to phar ​ma ​cy to ex​ec ​utive suite, and on to pos ​si ​bly
pres ​ident of a uni ​ver ​si ​ty or per ​haps the cler ​gy. But, no, his own son had bought a small farm and had
re ​turned to grow​ing wheat and wor ​ry​ing about the fre ​quen​cy of the rains and the price of crops.

Ernest Wal ​green had thought the progress of the Wal ​green fam ​ily was a lad​der, not a cir ​cle. There
were worse things than farm ​ing, but few that were hard​er, he thought. But he knew it would be of no
avail to ar ​gue with his son. The Wal ​greens were stub​born and made up their own minds. Grand​pa
Wal ​green had once said, “The pur ​pose of try​ing is try​ing. It ain’t so damned im ​por ​tant to get
some ​where as it is to be on your way.”

Young Ernest had asked his fa ​ther what that meant. His fa ​ther said, “Grand​pa means it isn’t how you
put it in the bot ​tle, but what you put in.”

Years lat ​er Wal ​green re ​al ​ized that that was just a sim ​ple con​tra ​dic ​tion of what Grand​pa had said, but
by then he didn’t have too much time to think about it. He was too busy, and be ​fore Grand​pa died he
com ​mend​ed Ernest Wal ​green for us ​ing his very mod​est skills, “to be ​come one of the rich​est lit ​tle
pis ​sers in the whole damned state. I didn’t think you had it in you.” Grand​pa Wal ​green talked like
that. All the Wal ​greens made up their own minds.

“Mr. Wal ​green, we’re go​ing to kill you,” came the voice over the tele ​phone. It was a man. A steady
voice. It was not the usu​al sort of threat.

Wal ​green knew threats. His first ten years out of the uni ​ver ​si ​ty were spent guard​ing Pres ​ident



 
Tru​man in the Se ​cret Ser ​vice, a ca ​reer which, de ​spite its promised pro​mo​tions for one as bright and
thor ​ough as Wal ​green, did not go as far up the lad​der as Wal ​green had in​tend​ed to take him ​self and
his fam ​ily. But be ​cause of that he knew threats and he knew most of them were made by peo​ple who
couldn’t car ​ry out re ​al phys ​ical harm on their tar ​gets. The threat it ​self was the at ​tack.

Most of the re ​al dan​gers came from peo​ple who nev​er sent any threat at all. The Se ​cret Ser ​vice still
checked out the threat ​en​ers and had them watched, but it was not so much to pro​tect the Pres ​ident as
to pro​tect the de ​part ​ment in the un​like ​ly event that a threat ​en​er ac ​tu​al ​ly went out and tried to do
some ​thing about his ha ​tred. Eighty- ​sev​en per ​cent of all record​ed death threats made in Amer ​ica over a
year were made by drunks. Less than three- ​hun​dredth’s of one per ​cent of those threats ev​er re ​sult ​ed in
any​thing.

“You just threat ​ened my life, didn’t you?” said Wal ​green. He put aside the pile of con​tracts and his
desk, wrote down the time of the call, and buzzed his sec ​re ​tary to lis ​ten in.

“Yes, I did.”

“May I ask why?”

“Don’t you want to know when?” said the voice. It had a twang, but it was not mid​west. Wal ​green
placed it some ​where east of Ohio and south. Vir ​ginia in the west, pos ​si ​bly. The voice sound​ed in the
late for ​ties. It was raspy. Wal ​green wrote down on a small white pad: 11:03 a.m., twangy voice, South.
Vir ​ginia? Male. Raspy. Prob​ably a smok​er. Late for ​ties.

“Cer ​tain​ly I want to know when, but more than that I want to know why.”

“You wouldn’t un​der ​stand.”

“Try me,” said Wal ​green.

“In due time. What are you go​ing to do about this?”

“I’m go​ing to re ​port it to the po​lice.”

“Good. And what else?”

“I’ll do what ​ev​er the po​lice tell me.”

“Not enough, Mr. Wal ​green. Now you’re a rich man. You should be able to do more than just phone
the po​lice.”

“Do you want mon​ey?”

“Mr. Wal ​green, I know you want to keep me talk​ing. But I al ​so know that even if the po​lice were
sit ​ting in your lap, you would not be able to trace this call in less than three min​utes . . . and
con​sid​er ​ing they are not, the re ​al talk​ing time is clos ​er to eigh​teen min​utes be ​fore you could trace this
call.”

“I don’t get death threats ev​ery day.”



 
“You used to. You dealt with them all the time. For mon​ey, re ​mem ​ber ?”

“What do you mean?” asked Wal ​green, know​ing ex​act ​ly what the caller meant. The caller knew
Wal ​green had worked for the Se ​cret Ser ​vice, but even more im ​por ​tant knew ex​act ​ly what Wal ​green’s
job had been. Even his wife didn’t know that.

“You know what I mean, Mr. Wal ​green.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Where you used to work. Now, don’t you think you could pro​vide your ​self some good protec ​tion with
all your friends at the Se ​cret Ser ​vice and with all your mon​ey?”

“All right. If you in​sist, I’ll pro​tect my​self. Then what?”

“Then we’ll kill your ass any​way, Ernie. Ha ​ha ​ha.”

The caller hung up. Ernest Wal ​green wrote down the last note on the sheet. 11:07- The caller had
spo​ken for four min​utes.

“Wow,” said Wal ​green’s sec ​re ​tary, burst ​ing in​to the of ​fice. “I got down ev​ery word he said. Do you
think he’s for re ​al?”

“Very,” said Ernest Wal ​green. He was fifty- ​four years old and he felt drained that day. It was as if
some ​thing in him were cry​ing about the in​jus ​tice of it. As if there were bet ​ter times for death threats,
not when his son’s wife was about to give birth, not when he had bought the ski lodge in Sun Val ​ley,
Utah, not when the com ​pa ​ny he had found​ed was about to have a record year, not when Mil ​dred, his
wife, had just found a con​sum ​ing hob​by of pot ​tery that made her even more cheer ​ful. These were the
best years of his life and he found him ​self telling him ​self that he was sor ​ry this threat didn’t come
when he was young and poor. He found him ​self think​ing, I’m too rich to die now. Why didn’t the
bas ​tards do it when I had trou​ble with the mort ​gage pay​ments ?

“What should I do ?” asked his sec ​re ​tary.

“Well, for the time be ​ing, we’ll move you down the hall. Who knows what these lu​natics will do and
there’s no point get ​ting any​one killed who doesn’t have to be.”

“You think they’re lu​natics?”

“No,” said Wal ​green. “That’s why I want you to move sev​er ​al of ​fices away.”

To his sor ​row, the po​lice al ​so thought it was a call by a lu​natic. The po​lice gave him a lec ​ture that
came right out of a Se ​cret Ser ​vice man​ual on ter ​ror ​ists. Worse, it was a dat ​ed man​ual.

The po​lice cap​tain was named La ​pointe. He was rough​ly Wal ​green’s age. But where Wal ​green was
lean and tanned and neat, La ​pointe’s fleshy ex​panse seemed held to​geth​er on​ly by his uni ​form. He had
con​de ​scend​ed to see Wal ​green be ​cause Wal ​green was an im ​por ​tant busi ​ness ​man. He spoke to
Wal ​green as if ad​dress ​ing a ladies’ tea on the hor ​rors of crime.



 
“What you’ve got is your lu​natic ter ​ror ​ist, un​afraid to die,” he said.

“That’s wrong,” Wal ​green said. “They all say they’re will ​ing to die, but that’s not the case.”

“The man​ual says it is.”

“You are re ​fer ​ring to an old Se ​cret Ser ​vice man​ual which was ac ​knowl ​edged as in​cor ​rect al ​most as
soon as it came out.”

“I hear it all the time. Just on tele ​vi ​sion, a com ​men​ta ​tor said ter ​ror ​ists aren’t afraid to die. I heard it.”

“It’s still wrong. And I don’t think I am deal ​ing with a ter ​ror ​ist.”

“The ter ​ror ​ist mind is cun​ning.”

“Cap​tain La ​pointe, what I want to know is what are you go​ing to do for the pro​tec ​tion of my life?”

“We’re go​ing to give you thor ​ough po​lice pro​tec ​tion, weave a de ​fense web around you on one hand
and try to iden​ti ​fy and im ​mo​bi ​lize the ter ​ror ​ist in his lair on the oth​er hand.”

“You still haven’t said what you are go​ing to do.”

“I most .cer ​tain​ly have,” said La ​pointe, har- ​umph​ing in​dig​nant ​ly.

“Be spe ​cif ​ic,” said Wal ​green.

“You wouldn’t un​der ​stand.”

“Try me,” said Wal ​green.

“It’s very tech​ni ​cal,” warned Cap​tain La ​pointe.

“Go ahead.”

“First we pull files look​ing for an MO, which is…”

“Which is modus operand! and you’re go​ing to find out all the peo​ple in this area who have phoned
oth​er peo​ple threat ​en​ing to kill them, and you’re go​ing to ask them where they were at 11:03 to​day
and when you find a few who give fun​ny or con​tra ​dic ​to​ry sto​ries, you will an​noy them un​til they tell
you some ​thing that the city at ​tor ​ney is will ​ing to pros ​ecute on. Mean​while, the peo​ple who are go​ing
to kill me will have killed me.”

“That’s very neg​ative.”

“Cap​tain La ​pointe, I don’t think these peo​ple are in your files. What I would like is a team
surveil ​lance and some ac ​cess to peo​ple who know how to use weapons. With luck, we might foil the
first at ​tempt on my life and be able to find out pos ​si ​bly who the killers are. I think it’s more than one
which gives them more pow​er but al ​so makes them more li ​able to ex​po​sure, es ​pe ​cial ​ly at their
link​ages.”



 
“Sec ​ond​ly,” said La ​pointe, “we’re go​ing to send out an all points bul ​letin . . . that’s an APE . . .”

Wal ​green was out of La ​pointe’s of ​fice be ​fore the sen​tence was fin​ished. No help there, he thought. At
home he told his wife he was go​ing to Wash​ing​ton. Mil ​dred was at her small Shim- ​oo pot ​tery wheel.
She was cen​ter ​ing a red​dish mound of clay and the spring heat had giv​en her skin a healthy flush.

“You’ve nev​er looked so beau​ti ​ful, dear.”

“Oh, c’mon. I’m a mess,” she said. But she laughed.

“There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think more and more how right I was to mar ​ry you. How
lucky I was.”

And she smiled again and in that smile there was so much life that the great death he knew he was
fac ​ing, made no less great by its com ​mon​ness to all men, was, in that smile of life, made less fear ​ful
for a mo​ment.

“I mar ​ried a beau​ti ​ful per ​son too, Ernie.”

“Not as beau​ti ​ful as I did.”

“I think so, dear. I think so.”

“You know,” he said, try​ing to be ca ​su​al but not so ca ​su​al that Mil ​dred would see the ef ​fort and
sus ​pect some ​thing, “I can fin​ish up a Wash​ing​ton project in three weeks, if . ..”

“If I got away on a trip,” she said.

“Yes,” said Wal ​green. “Maybe to your broth​er’s in New Hamp​shire.”

“I was think​ing of Japan.”

“Maybe we’ll both go, but af ​ter your broth​er’s.”

She left with​out fin​ish​ing the pot. It would be two days be ​fore he found she had spo​ken with his
sec ​re ​tary and knew how se ​ri ​ous ​ly he had tak​en that tele ​phone threat. He would re ​al ​ize lat ​er she knew
why she was be ​ing sent away and did not let on so he would not car ​ry the ex​tra bur ​den of wor ​ry. When
he did re ​al ​ize it would be too late. She took an af ​ter ​noon flight to New Hamp​shire and the last pic ​ture
Ernest Wal ​green would re ​mem ​ber of his wife was how she fum ​bled with her purse for her tick​et, as
she had fum ​bled with her purs ​es since he had met her so very long ago when they were young
to​geth​er, as they had re ​mained un​til that air ​port, young to​geth​er, al ​ways.

At Se ​cret Ser ​vice head​quar ​ters in Wash​ing​ton, when Ernest Wal ​green got through the low​er
func ​tionar ​ies to fi ​nal ​ly speak with a dis ​trict man, he was greet ​ed by:

“Well, here comes the big rich busi ​ness ​man. How ya’ do​ing Ernie? Sor ​ry you left us, huh?”

“Not when I buy a new car,” Wal ​green said and added soft ​ly, “I’m in trou​ble.”



 
“Yeah. We know.”

“How?”

“We keep track of our old peo​ple. We do guard the Pres ​ident, you know, and we like to know what our
old friends do all the time.”

“I didn’t think it was still that tight.”

“Since Kennedy, it stays that tight.”

“That was a hel ​lu​va shot that guy got from the win​dow,” Wal ​green said. “No​body can stop that kind of
stuff.”

“You know bet ​ter than I do. When you’re body​guard to the Pres ​ident, no​body mea ​sures your suc ​cess
by how many as ​sas ​si ​na ​tion at ​tempts fail.”

“How much do you know about me?”

“We know you think you’re in trou​ble. We know that if you stayed with us, you would have gone to
the top. We know some lo​cal po​lice are mak​ing nois ​es and moves on your be ​half that you’re
sup​posed to be un​aware of. How good are your lo​cals, Ernie?”

“Lo​cals,” said Wal ​green.

“Oh,” said the dis ​trict man. It was a gray- ​fur- ​ni ​tured of ​fice with the an​ti ​sep​tic cu​bic ​ity of those who
have very spe ​cif ​ic jobs and need not be ex​pan​sive to the pub​lic. Wal ​green sat down. It was not the
kind of of ​fice that even old friends of ​fered each oth​er a drink in. It was more a file cab​inet draw​er
than an of ​fice as Wal ​green knew it, and he was very glad he had left the Se ​cret Ser ​vice for car ​pets and
drinks and golf dates and all the cozy ameni ​ties of Amer ​ican busi ​ness.

“I’m in trou​ble, but I can’t dot the ‘i’ on it. It was just a phone call, but the voice … it was the voice. I
don’t know how much you know about busi ​ness, but there are peo​ple you know who are just for re ​al.
It’s a calm ​ness in their voic ​es, a pre ​ci ​sion. I don’t know. This one had it.”

“Ernie, I re ​spect you. You know that.”

“What are you driv​ing at?” asked Wal ​green.

“A phone call isn’t enough.”

“What do I have to do to get you guys in on it? Be killed?”

“All right. Why does this per ​son want to kill you?”

“I don’t know. He just said I should get all the pro​tec ​tion I could.”

“Were you drink​ing?”



 
“No, I was not drink​ing. I was work​ing.”

“Ernie, that’s a stan​dard crank call you got. That’s a stan​dard. They tell you to get a gun, to put on
ex​tra men, ‘be ​cause, bud​dy, I’m gonna blow your brains out.’ Ernie. Please.”

“It was for re ​al. I know stan​dard crank calls. You’re lucky you’ve got com ​put ​ers nowa ​days to keep
track of them. I know crank calls. More ​over, I think you know I can tell the dif ​fer ​ence. This voice was
not a crank. I don’t know the why of it but, be ​tween you and me, this one’s for re ​al.”

“You know I’m help​less, Ernie.”

“Why?”

“Be ​cause in a re ​port, it doesn’t have Ernie Wal ​green look​ing me in the eye like you’re look​ing now
and me know​ing, right where you know it, that these peo​ple are for re ​al. Know​ing it in the gut.”

“Got any sug​ges ​tions ? I’ve had a lot of prac ​tice mak​ing mon​ey.”

“Use it, Ernie.”

“With whom?”

“Af ​ter Kennedy got shot out from un​der ​neath us, there was a big shake ​up here. Pret ​ty qui ​et but pret ​ty
big.”

“I know. I had some ​thing to do with it,” Wal ​green said. The dis ​trict man looked at him with mild
sur ​prise.

“Any​way,” the dis ​trict man said, “it didn’t do any​thing be ​cause there was no way we could have
stopped a guy get ​ting in a shot like Os ​wald did, but we had to look like we made some changes so we
could tell John​son that the Se ​cret Ser ​vice that lost Kennedy isn’t the same as the one guard​ing you
now. In the shake ​up, some good men, re ​al ​ly good men, quit. They were very bit ​ter. And I can’t blame
them. They have their own se ​cu​ri ​ty agen​cy now . . .”

“I don’t need some re ​tired po​lice ​man in a blue uni ​form to dis ​cour ​age shoplift ​ing.”

“No, they’re not your nor ​mal cor ​po​rate se ​cu​ri ​ty. They do su​per stuff for su​per peo​ple and I’m talk​ing
about pro​tect ​ing for ​eign heads of state too, de ​sign​ing their palaces and ev​ery​thing. They’re even
bet ​ter on pro​tec ​tion than we are be ​cause their clients don’t have to go run​ning around to ev​ery air ​port
crowd shak​ing hands. God, that ter ​ri ​fies me. Why couldn’t a Howard Hugh​es her ​mit be ‘ Pres ​ident
in​stead of some damned politi ​cian? It’s al ​ways a politi ​cian.” He paused. “What’d you mean, you had
some ​thing to do with the shake ​up?” he asked.

Wal ​green shrugged. “I did some work for the Pres ​ident,” he said, “in the se ​cu​ri ​ty area.”

“Which Pres ​ident?”

“All of them. Un​til this one.”



 
The firm name of re ​tired Se ​cret Ser ​vice peo​ple was Pal ​dor. He said the Se ​cret Ser ​vice had sent him
and he was ush​ered in​to the kind of of ​fices he was used to, a touch of strong el ​egance with a good
view.

Cher ​ry blos ​soms and the Po​tomac. A friend​ly Scotch on the rocks. A sym ​pa ​thet ​ic ear. The man’s
name was Lester Pru​el and Wal ​green knew some ​thing about him. He was six feet one, tanned and
healthy, with sharp, dis ​cern​ing blue eyes. He had a com ​fort ​able smooth​ness about him that
gov​ern​ment em ​ploy​ees, in con​trast, seemed to lack, the sort of man​ner that in​di ​cat ​ed he made
de ​ci ​sions. The de ​ci ​sion he made for Ernest Wal ​green was ‘no.’

“I’d like to help you,” said Pru​el. His gray- ​blond hair was mar ​celled in a very dry look. “And we do go
out of our way for old friends from the Ser ​vice. But fel ​la, it’s one frig​ging phone call.”

“I’ve got mon​ey.”

“We charge a hun​dred thou​sand for just a look. Now that’s for send​ing some peo​ple out to fig​ure out
what we’d re ​al ​ly charge you when we get down to work. We’re not send​ing a bunch of cadoo​dles in
blue uni ​forms and tin badges, two steps off the wel ​fare rolls. This is re ​al se ​cu​ri ​ty.”

“That’s a lot of mon​ey.”

“Fel ​la, we’d do it for noth​ing, if we thought it was re ​al. We like our con​tacts with our kind of peo​ple.
We’d even like you, Wal ​green, to come to work for us. Ex​cept you look like you’re do​ing pret ​ty well
for an old ser ​vice man.”

“I’m go​ing to die,” said Wal ​green.

“Have you been sort of light on sex late ​ly? I mean, some ​times at your age we lose a sense of
pro​por ​tion about things. Now both you and I know from train​ing that one phone call . . .”

The next night, Ernest Wal ​green of Min​neapo​lis, Min​neso​ta, was fly​ing to Manch​ester Air ​port in New
Hamp​shire to iden​ti ​fy the body of his wife.

A sy​ringe had been pressed thor ​ough​ly in​to her tem ​ple, as if some ​body had at ​tempt ​ed to in​ject
some ​thing in​to her brain. Ex​cept this was a vet ​eri ​nar ​ian’s sy​ringe and it had been emp​ty. What had
been in​ject ​ed in​to the brain was the large nee ​dle to make the brain stop work​ing.

And, as an added mea ​sure, a good dose of air. Air in the blood​stream killed. The body was found in
the back seat of her broth​er’s car, with no tell ​tale fin​ger ​prints on the car, none on the sy​ringe. It was as
if some ​one or some ​thing had come in​to this lit ​tle north​ern com ​mu​ni ​ty, done its job, and left. There
was no known mo​tive.

The cas ​ket with her body was al ​ready at the Manch​ester Air ​port when Wal ​green ar ​rived. Lester Pru​el
was stand​ing next to the cas ​ket. His face was grim.

“We’re all sor ​ry. We didn’t know. We’ll give you ev​ery​thing. Again. I’m sor ​ry, I’m sor ​ry. We
thought, well, it was just a phone call. On the face of it, you’ve got to ad​mit . . . look, we can’t bring
her back but we can keep you alive. If you want us to.”



 
“Yes, I do,” said Ernest Wal ​green. Mil ​dred would have want ​ed that, he thought. She loved life. Death
was no ex​cuse for the liv​ing to give up on it.

She was buried at Ar ​ca ​di ​an An​gels ceme ​tery, out ​side Olivia, coun​ty seat of Renville, amid the rich
farm ​lands where Wal ​green’s fa ​ther had been born and where his own son now plowed with trac ​tor the
ground that Wal ​green had once plowed with hors ​es.

It was. the strangest fu​ner ​al Olivia, Min​neso​ta, had ev​er seen. Well- ​dressed men stopped mourn​ers
com ​ing to the grave ​side to ask them what the met ​al ob​ject was in their pock​ets. They would not let
them go near the grave un​less they first showed what the met ​al was. An Olivia busi ​ness ​man, an old
friend of the Wal ​green fam ​ily, said the strangers must have de ​vices some ​where like air ​ports had that
de ​tect ​ed met ​al on peo​ple.

A near ​by hill ​top was scoured and a hunter was told to move on. When he re ​fused his gun was tak​en.
He said he was go​ing to the po​lice. The men told him, “Fine, but af ​ter the fu​ner ​al.”

The car Ernest Wal ​green drove up in was al ​so strange. While oth​er tires left the pat ​tern of their
rub​ber- ​grip​ping tread in the fresh spring earth, these dug in a good four inch​es. The car was a heavy
one. A young​ster who got through the men al ​ways sur ​round​ing the limou​sine said the met ​al “didn’t
make no hol ​low sound, like usu​al.”

It wasn’t a car. It was a tank with wheels de ​signed to look like a car. And there were guns. Hid​den
un​der suit ​cas ​es, be ​hind news ​pa ​pers, in​side hats, but guns to be sure.

Ees ​idents won​dered whether Ernest Wal ​green had gone in​to crime.

“The Mafia,” they whis ​pered. But some ​one point ​ed out that the men didn’t look like Mafia types.

“Shoot,” said some ​one else in a rare bit of wis ​dom, “the Mafia’s prob​ably as Amer ​ican as you and
me.”

Some ​one else re ​mem ​bered that Ernest Wal ​green had once worked for the gov​ern​ment. At least that
was the ru​mor.

“It’s easy. Ernie must have be ​come a spy for the CIA. He must be one of those fel ​las what has to be
pro​tect ​ed ’cause he shot up so many of them Rus ​sians.”

Wal ​green watched Mil ​dred’s white ash cof ​fin be ​ing low​ered in​to the nar ​row hole and thought, as he
al ​ways did at fu​ner ​als, how nar ​row the holes were and how small the last space was. And think​ing of
Mil ​dred go​ing down in​to that hole, he broke. There was noth​ing left but tears. And he had to tell
him ​self it was not his wife dis ​ap​pear ​ing, but the body. She had gone when the life went out of her.
And he re ​mem ​bered her one last time, fum ​bling with her purse at the air ​port, and he thought: All
right, let them end it now. Who​ev​er it is. Let them fin​ish me now.

So deep was his grief, it de ​mol ​ished hate and any de ​sire for re ​venge. The Pal ​dor se ​cu​ri ​ty team
de ​cid​ed his home was too ex​posed to risk. Too many blind en​trances and ex​its.

“It’s an as ​sas ​sin’s de ​light,” said Pru​el, who had per ​son​al ​ly tak​en over Wal ​green’s pro​tec ​tion.



 
For Wal ​green, it was a re ​lief to leave that house be ​cause Mil ​dred was still there, in ev​ery part of it,
from her pot ​ter’s wheel to the mir ​ror she had cracked.

“I have a va ​ca ​tion cab​in in Sun Val ​ley,” said Wal ​green. “But I need some ​thing to do. I don’t want to
think. It hurts too much.”

“We’ll have plen​ty of work for you,” said Pru​el.

The Sun Val ​ley house proved to be an ide ​al fort, with what Pru​el called a few mod​ifi ​ca ​tions. Pal ​dor
re ​fused to take any pay​ment. To keep Wal ​green’s mind oc ​cu​pied, Les Pru​el ex​plained the lat ​est
tech​niques in top se ​cu​ri ​ty.

“For all his ​to​ry, you’ve had im ​pos ​ing stone forts and moats and men stand​ing around with weapons.
That is un​til a new tech​nique came about. Maybe it was stum ​bled on, I don’t know, but it changed
ev​ery​thing. And what it was is sort of mag​ic.”

“Mys ​tery.”

“No, no. Mag​ic like Hou​di ​ni. Like ma ​gi ​cians. Il ​lu​sion. In oth​er words what you do is present
some ​thing that isn’t there. It sounds risky but it’s the safest damned thing that ev​er was. It’s
ab​so​lute ​ly one hun​dred per ​cent fool ​proof. If Kennedy had it, he nev​er would have been as ​sas ​si ​nat ​ed in
Dal ​las. Nev​er. Os ​wald wouldn’t have known where to shoot.”

Wal ​green fol ​lowed ev​ery step and as each new de ​vice was in​stalled, he re ​al ​ized the ge ​nius of the new
tech​nique of il ​lu​sion. It was not to stop an as ​sas ​sin from try​ing. Rather you want ​ed him to try be ​cause
that was the great ​est trap.

First the win​dows in the house that ap​peared to be nor ​mal see- ​through glass were changed so that what
you saw in​side was re ​al ​ly three or four feet off. You re ​al ​ly saw re ​flec ​tions from the po​lar ​ized glass.

And there were two ac ​cess roads that were opened wide. Or so it seemed. But the roads were wired and
if cars didn’t stop when or ​dered to by some ​one who ap​peared to be a for ​est ranger but was re ​al ​ly a
Pal ​dor agent, the road would sud​den​ly open up at a spec ​ified point, leav​ing two ditch​es in front and in
back of any car which re ​fused to stop.

The slope of the hill housed an​oth​er elec ​tri ​cal sys ​tem that picked up urine odors of any hu​man body. It
had been de ​vel ​oped in Viet ​nam. And all the sur ​round​ing hills were cab​ined by peo​ple who ap​peared to
be just va ​ca ​tion​ers when in re ​al ​ity they were Pal ​dor agents.

The il ​lu​sion was that Ernest Wal ​green’s coun​try cab​in was a coun​try cab​in, in​stead of an elec ​tron​ic
trap. It worked on the as ​sas ​sin’s mind so that when he saw Wal ​green put ​ter ​ing around in his gar ​den
from a near ​by hill, he would think: I can kill that man just by driv​ing up and putting a bul ​let in him. I
can kill that man any​time I want. And I’d bet ​ter do it now be ​cause he’ll nev​er be so open again.

Now if some as ​sas ​sin had a ri ​fle on that near ​by hill, a wom ​an fix​ing her fence would tap an elec ​tron​ic
sig​nal and the as ​sas ​sin would not on​ly fail to get off a shot but would in all like ​li ​hood end up with a
bul ​let him ​self.

There was no way, Wal ​green re ​al ​ized, that any​one could reach him and he was sor ​ry he had not had



 
this ear ​li ​er so Mil ​dred could share this safe ​ty with him. The pine cab​in was pro​tect ​ed from ev​ery
an​gle of ap​proach. And on Au​gust fifth, as the heat crossed the great Amer ​ican plains back​ing the
mid​west, the foun​da ​tion of the cab​in rose. And when the tem ​per ​ature hit 92 de ​grees, a very volatile
ex​plo​sive, wait ​ing in the foun​da ​tion since spring, spread the house in one very loud bang across the
Sun Val ​ley recre ​ation area.

Along with its sole oc ​cu​pant, Ernest Wal ​green.

In Wash​ing​ton, this mat ​ter was called to the at ​ten​tion of the Pres ​ident of the Unit ​ed States. An
An​napo​lis grad​uate and a physi ​cist, he was not about to be pan​icked.

“Mur ​der seems like a lo​cal crime,” he said.

“It’s not just mur ​der, sir,” said his aide in a thick South​ern drawl, so syrupy most North​ern​ers
drummed their fin​gers wait ​ing for the man to get through the vow​els and on to those rare con​so​nants
South​ern​ers oc ​ca ​sion​al ​ly al ​lowed to en​ter their speech.

“What is it then?” asked the Pres ​ident.

“It was an as ​sas ​si ​na ​tion that might be a warn​ing for us. We be ​lieve it is.”

“Then give it to the Se ​cret Ser ​vice. They’re re ​spon​si ​ble for my pro​tec ​tion. I’m fair ​ly cer ​tain this man
didn’t have as good pro​tec ​tion as I do and be ​sides, as ​sas ​si ​na ​tion is al ​ways with a Pres ​ident of this
coun​try. It’s part of the job.”

“Well, sir, this isn’t just any old as ​sas ​si ​na ​tion, You see, sir, it wasn’t that he had worse pro​tec ​tion that
you. The Se ​cret Ser ​vice tells us he had bet ​ter. And the peo​ple who killed him . . . well, they say you’re
next, sir.”



 CHAPTER TWO

His name was Re ​mo and he was ex​er ​cis ​ing. Not the way a high school coach would ex​er ​cise a team
did this man ex​er ​cise. He did not push mus ​cles or strain lig​aments or drive his wind to the break​ing
point so that the break​ing point would be far ​ther back next time. Strain​ing and push​ing were things
long past, on​ly dim re ​mem ​brances of how oth​er men used their bod​ies in​cor ​rect ​ly.

Noth​ing fight ​ing it ​self ev​er worked to its ut ​most. But that which did what was at ​tuned to it ​self was the
most ef ​fec ​tive it could be. A blade of grass grow​ing and reach​ing for light could crack con​crete. A
moth​er, not re ​mind​ing her ​self she was a wom ​an and there ​fore in​ca ​pable of strength, could- ​to save her
ba ​by- ​lift the rear end of an au​to​mo​bile off the ground. Wa ​ter falling with grav​ity cut through rock.

To be most pow​er ​ful ​ly hu​man re ​quired di ​vest ​ing one ​self of that which was most hu​man, a pure
undi ​lut ​ed thought. And Ke ​mo was one with him ​self as he moved out smooth​ly and his body, with the
snap of his toes ex​tend​ed out and rest ​ful with the grav​ity, let the forty- ​five feet of air between him and
the side ​walk be ​low take him down from the build​ing ledge.

There were forces that act ​ed on the body in free- ​falling flight, that if one al ​lowed fear- ​trig​gered
adrenalin to dom ​inate, could crush the bones of the body as it col ​lid​ed with the pave ​ment.

What one had to do was to be able to co​or ​di ​nate the meet ​ing with the pave ​ment … to make the fall
slow​er at the bot ​tom.

It would not be re ​al ​ly slow​er, any more than base ​balls pitched to the great hit ​ter Ted Williams were
slow​er than those pitched to any​one else. But Ted Williams could see the stitch​es on the pitched
base ​balls and there ​fore could hit the ball with his bat more eas ​ily.

Re ​mo, whose last name had al ​so been Williams a long time ago but was no re ​la ​tion to the ballplay​er,
al ​so slowed things down by be ​com ​ing faster with his mind, the most pow​er ​ful hu​man or ​gan but the
one used least by most peo​ple. Less than eight per ​cent of the hu​man brain was ev​er used. It had
be ​come al ​most a ves ​ti ​gial or ​gan.

If men ev​er learned to use that mind, they would, like Re ​mo- ​his hands ex​tend​ed now be ​fore him- ​catch
the world on the side ​walk, com ​press it back up so that there was no sud​den push on the body, but on​ly
a minute ​ly ac ​cu​rate di ​vi ​sion of stress, un​til … no more. No stress and back up on feet and look
around. Sala ​man​der Street, Los An​ge ​les. Emp​ty side ​walk, just day​break in Watts.

Re ​mo picked up the two twen​ty- ​five cent pieces that had fall ​en out of his pock​et and looked around
for more change. Ear ​ly morn​ing was al ​ways qui ​et in black neigh​bor ​hoods, a spe ​cial noth​ing- ​do​ing
time of day, where if you want ​ed you could do com ​pres ​sion dives off build​ings and no one would go
run​ning around say​ing:

“Hey, did you see that guy do that? Did you see what I saw?”

Re ​mo was six feet tall with high cheek​bones and dark eyes that had an elec ​tric cool about them. He
was thin and on​ly his ex​traor ​di ​nar ​ily thick wrists might in​di ​cate that here was some ​thing oth​er than
the nor ​mal de ​cay​ing flesh most men al ​low their bod​ies to be ​come.



 
There had been high dives by peo​ple with​out full body con​trol, but they used foam and in​flat ​ed gi ​ant
pil ​lows to ab​sorb the smack crack of forty- ​eight feet so that the ma ​te ​ri ​al, not the div​er, con​trolled the
im ​pact.

They al ​so lacked con​trol of their or ​gans, as ​sum ​ing the in​testines and liv​er act ​ed like in​de ​pen​dent
plan​ets. Con​sid​er ​ing what foul ​ness they con​sumed for en​er ​gy and how they breathed, they were
for ​tu​nate that cells were al ​lowed to con​trol them ​selves. If the peo​ple had done it, they would hard​ly
have lived to reach pu​ber ​ty.

Re ​mo looked back at the build​ing.

Ex​er ​cise now had be ​come a re- ​re ​al ​iza ​tion of what his body was and what he did and thought and
breathed. The flat slap of a soft rub​ber tire hob​bled through a pot ​hole two blocks down. A yel ​low car
with a light on top in​di ​cat ​ing a cab for hire slow​ly came up the street.

Re ​mo waved at him. He had to get back to the ho​tel. He could run it but he did not need the run​ning,
and if he should be for ​tu​nate enough to luck in​to a cab at this hour and this place, why not?

Re ​mo wait ​ed as the cab came close. There were im ​por ​tant things to do that morn​ing. Up​stairs had
come up with a new wrin​kle. Re ​mo could nev​er fol ​low the code words and al ​ways end​ed up snarling at
mid​dle- ​aged Dr. Harold W. Smith:

“If you can say it, say it. If not, don’t. I’m not go​ing to pid​dle around with let ​ters and num ​bers and
dates. If you want to play with your ​self, feel free. But this code nick​ypoo is the pits.”

Smith, who to the out ​side world ran a san​itar ​ium called Fol ​croft on Long Is ​land Sound, was in the
west to de ​liv​er per ​son​al ​ly some ​thing he had been un​able to say in code on the tele ​phone. The few
words Re ​mo had un​der ​stood meant that it had to do with the new Pres ​ident and some safe ​ty mea ​sure.
Smith was to be at the ho​tel for ex​act ​ly ten min​utes and out again, un​der the rather work​able and
usu​al ​ly suc ​cess ​ful the ​ory that if there is some ​thing that is dan​ger ​ous, one should do it as quick​ly as
pos ​si ​ble. Don’t give dis ​as ​ter a lot of op​er ​at ​ing time.

And there was al ​ways a dan​ger in Smith meet ​ing Re ​mo, be ​cause to be seen with the killer arm of
CURE would be a cru​cial link to ad​mit ​ting that there even was a CURE, the gov​ern​ment’s ex​tra- ​le ​gal
or ​ga ​ni ​za ​tion, set up in a des ​per ​ate at ​tempt to stave off the im ​pend​ing chaos of a gov​ern​ment
weak​ened by its own laws but still re ​solved to ad​min​is ​ter them pub​licly.

Re ​mo watched the cab slow down, then take off by him. The driv​er had seen him. Re ​mo knew that.
The driv​er had looked right at him, slowed, then stepped on the gas.

So Re ​mo kicked off the loose loafers, so that the soles of his feet could skim bet ​ter along the
pave ​ment.

He wore a tight black tee shirt over loose gray pants that snapped as the wind pres ​sure whipped on the
skim ​ming, dart ​ing legs. He was mov​ing on the cab, out in​to the cool morn​ing as ​phalt of the gut ​ter.
Stench- ​burn​ing smell of slum and slam. Bang on​to the rear of the cab. Re ​mo heard all four doors lock.

Cabs had be ​come lit ​tle fortress ​es nowa ​days be ​cause stick​ing a gun in the back of the head of a driv​er



 
had be ​come a very easy way to col ​lect mon​ey. So the Amer ​ican taxi in large cities had evolved in​to a
rolling bunker, with bul ​let ​proof wind​shields be ​hind the driv​er’s head and doors that locked
si ​mul ​ta ​ne ​ous ​ly with a switch near the driv​er’s ra ​dio and a spe ​cial beep in his dis ​patch​er to in​di ​cate
that a rob​bery was in progress. This driv​er did not have a chance to use the beep​er.

The un​for ​ti ​fied weak​ness of the cab was the top. Re ​mo felt it as his body pressed against it. He
crushed his straight ​ened fin​gers down in​to the thin met ​al sheet of roof ​ing and, clos ​ing his hand on
vinyl in​te ​ri ​or up​hol ​stery com ​pressed with in​su​la ​tion be ​tween and bright yel ​low paint ​ed met ​al on top,
and he yanked, rip​ping off a slab of the roof like some ​one sep​arat ​ing Swiss cheese slices. One, two,
three rips and he could wedge him ​self down next to the driv​er who, by now, was ac ​cel ​er ​at ​ing,
twist ​ing, slam ​ming on brakes, and scream ​ing all sorts of in​cip​ient may​hem to his dis ​patch​ers.

“Mind if I ride in the front?” asked Re ​mo. “No. Go right ahead. Want a cigarette?” said the driv​er. He
laughed light ​ly. He wet his pants. The wet went down his leg to the ac ​cel ​er ​ator. Ev​ery once in a while,
he looked up over him where the roof had sud​den​ly opened to great met ​al- ​chomp​ing rips. He had
thought he was be ​ing at ​tacked by a di ​nosaur that ate met ​al. The thin man with the thick wrists told
him where he want ​ed to go. It was a ho​tel.

“You re ​al ​ly know how to hail a cab, fel ​la,” the driv​er said.

“You didn’t stop,” said Re ​mo.

“I’ll stop next time. I got noth​in’ against any​body but you stop in the col ​ored neigh​bor ​hoods and it’s
your life.”

“What col ​or?” Re ​mo asked.

“Whad​dya mean, what col ​or? Black col ​or. You think I’m talkin’ or ​ange al ​ready? Col ​ored col ​ored.”

“There’s yel ​low, there’s red, there’s brown, there’s pale white. There’s off white, there’s pink.
Some ​times,” Re ​mo said, “there’s even a burnt um ​ber per ​am ​bu​lat ​ing around.”

“Spook,” said the driv​er.

But Re ​mo was con​tem ​plat ​ing the rain​bow of peo​ple. The di ​vi ​sions by sim ​ple col ​or of black and white
or red and yel ​low were not re ​al ​ly the col ​ors of peo​ple but racial des ​ig​na ​tions. Yet races were not the
big dif ​fer ​ence. The big dif ​fer ​ence was how peo​ple used them ​selves, raised them ​selves clos ​er to what
they could be. There were un​doubt ​ed​ly dif ​fer ​ences be ​tween groups but they were in​or ​di ​nate ​ly small
com ​pared to the dif ​fer ​ence be ​tween what all peo​ple were and what all peo​ple could be.

It was like a car. One car might have eight cylin​ders and an​oth​er six and an​oth​er four. If none of the
cars used more than one cylin​der, then there was no re ​al dif ​fer ​ence among them. Such it was with
man. Any man who used two of his cylin​ders was con​sid​ered a great ath​lete.

And of course, there were one or two who used all eight cylin​ders.

“Forty- ​two Ze ​bra, you still be ​ing eat ​en?”

“No. Noth​ing is wrong,” said the driv​er.



 
“Is that your code for trou​ble?” Re ​mo asked. “That noth​ing is wrong?”

“Nah,” said the driv​er.

“That is in​or ​di ​nate ​ly sil ​ly,” Re ​mo said. “Here I am sit ​ting in the front seat with you and that po​lice car
sev​er ​al blocks back there is go​ing to chase us. Now if there’s a fight, look who’s right in the mid​dle.”

“What po​lice car?”

“Back there.”

“Oh, Je ​sus,” said the driv​er, fi ​nal ​ly see ​ing po​lice mark​ings back down the broad street.

Up ahead, an​oth​er po​lice cruis ​er stuck its nose out in​to the street.

“I guess we’d bet ​ter stop and give our ​selves up,” said the driv​er.

“Let’s run for it,” Re ​mo said. He winked at the driv​er who felt the wheel move on its own ac ​cord, and
then that lu​natic, the guy who had ripped the roof and climbed in the torn hole, that guy who didn’t
know how to get in​to a cab de ​cent ​ly, was lean​ing in​to him. He was steer ​ing. Then the cab was go​ing
crazy, throat ​ing out full throt ​tle, whip, zip, al ​most hit ​ting the squad car that was in front. Now it was
in back, pur ​su​ing the cab, then up on​to the side ​walk and tak​ing a pha ​lanx of morn​ing garbage cans like
bowl ​ing pins.

The cab​driv​er glanced in​to the rearview mir ​ror. Strike. There wasn’t a garbage can left stand​ing.

Sirens screamed. Tires squealed. The driv​er moaned. He couldn’t even budge the wheel from the
lu​natic. He tried punch​ing. He had been mid​dleweight cham ​pi ​on of his high school, so he punched.
Right and left and the lu​natic had his hands on the wheel and was lean​ing in​to him and he missed. The
lu​natic was an​chored to the wheel. But both punch​es missed. Right and left missed.

How did the lu​natic move his body that way? It was as if the lu​natic could move his chest, at ​tached to
two arms at ​tached to the steer ​ing wheel, faster than the driv​er could throw punch​es. Eight and left
punch​es. Punch​es from the for ​mer mid​dleweight cham ​pi ​on of Paci ​fi ​ca High.

Guy was good. Great maybe. Rips out car roofs with his hands. Wasn’t that good a roof, maybe.
Lu​natic could dodge punch​es while go​ing eighty- ​five miles an hour. Eighty- ​five miles an hour?

The driv​er moaned. They were go​ing to be killed. At eighty- ​five miles an hour, you weren’t driv​ing in
Los An​ge ​les, you were aim ​ing.

The driv​er tried to kick the lu​natic’s foot off the ped​al. It didn’t kick. The lu​natic could hold his foot
out with more sta ​bil ​ity than the car it ​self. It was like kick​ing a lamp post.

“I’ll sit back and en​joy it,” said the driv​er. Lu​natics, he knew, had ab​nor ​mal strength.

“Your cab in​sured ?”

“In​sur ​ance nev​er cov​ers,” said the driv​er.



 
“Some ​times it cov​ers more,” said Re ​mo. “I know a lawyer.”

“Look. You want to do me a fa ​vor? Leave me alone.”

“All right. Bye,” said Re ​mo and kicked open the door to his right and let the cab ca ​reen across an
emp​ty lot as he float ​ed free and out, the side ​walk mov​ing quick​ly be ​neath him, his legs run​ning- ​which
was the key, to keep on mov​ing quick​ly and not to stop- ​out on​to the street, be ​hind the ho​tel and in
through the al ​ley. He en​tered through a back kitchen, ask​ing who bought the fresh meat for the ho​tel.
Work​ers didn’t no​tice sales ​men com ​ing in​to a kitchen area, look​ing to sell some ​thing. For a guest to
en​ter, how​ev​er, would have at ​tract ​ed at ​ten​tion. The kitchen reeked of eggs bub​bling in cow grease
called but ​ter.

At Re ​mo’s suite of rooms, a shak​en Smith wait ​ed at the door, face gaunt, hands knuck​le- ​white over
his brief ​case, his mid​dle- ​aged body taut with anger.

“What in God’s name was that down​stairs ?”

“What down​stairs?”

“The po​lice. The chase. I saw from the win​dow. The taxi ​cab you came fly​ing out of.”

“You want ​ed me to be on time, didn’t you ? You said this was im ​por ​tant enough for you to come out
here per ​son​al ​ly. That’s how im ​por ​tant it was. You said you could on​ly stay ten min​utes for the
meet ​ing, so that there would be no chance of us be ​ing seen to​geth​er. You said this was touchy. What’s
touchy?”

“Pres ​iden​tial as ​sas ​si ​na ​tion,” said Smith. He took a step to​ward the door.

Re ​mo stopped him.

“So?”

“I can’t be seen here with you. Not even in the same ho​tel. With the lu​natic as ​sas ​si ​na ​tion the ​ories and
com ​mit ​tees run​ning around, they could eas ​ily turn over a rock and find all of us.”

“What’s the prob​lem, oth​er than you’ve lost your sense of rea ​son ?”

“The prob​lem is the Pres ​ident of the Unit ​ed States is go​ing to be as ​sas ​si ​nat ​ed. I don’t have time to go
in​to how I am sure of it, but you know we have our sources and our cal ​cu​la ​tions.” Re ​mo knew. He
knew that the or ​ga ​ni ​za ​tion, for well over a decade now, had been se ​cret ​ly prompt ​ing law en​force ​ment
agen​cies to do their jobs prop​er ​ly, leak​ing in​for ​ma ​tion to the press on great frauds and, as a last
re ​sort, un​leash​ing Re ​mo him ​self dur ​ing a cri ​sis. He al ​so knew that since the ad​vent of the
or ​ga ​ni ​za ​tion, the chaos had grown in the coun​try. The streets were not safe; the po​lice were no bet ​ter.
There was even a very well- ​paid po​lice com ​mis ​sion​er on a na ​tion​al tele ​vi ​sion show com ​plain​ing how
the po​lice were on​ly “a very ef ​fi ​cient army of oc ​cu​pa ​tion for the poor.”

The one thing that man’s po​lice was not was “very ef ​fi ​cient.” Preg​nant wom ​en were shoved alive in​to
in​cin​er ​ators in that man’s city. His own po​lice ri ​ot ​ed. Nev​er be ​fore had so many peo​ple paid so much
mon​ey for so lit ​tle pro​tec ​tion.



 
Re ​mo had be ​come hard​ened over the years but that was too hard to swal ​low. There had been a war
against crime and chaos and the first to sur ​ren​der had been the po​lice. It was as if an army had not
on​ly let an in​vad​er through, they had de ​mand​ed from their help​less coun​try a high​er trib​ute for their
worth​less ​ness. Then again, maybe the cit ​izens had aban​doned the de ​cent po​lice ​men first. What ​ev​er it
was, the civ​iliza ​tion was slip​ping.

So an​oth​er politi ​cian’s life did not send shiv​ers of re ​spect through Re ​mo as it did through Dr. Harold
W. Smith.

“So the Pres ​ident’s go​ing to be killed. So what?” Re ​mo said.

“Have you seen the Vice Pres ​ident?” Smith said.

“We’ve got to save the Pres ​ident,” Re ​mo said.

“We have to, but not for that rea ​son. This coun​try is so weak we can’t af ​ford to lose an​oth​er
Pres ​ident. We’re try​ing to con​vince the Pres ​ident that his life is in dan​ger and he may need added
pro​tec ​tion. But he says it’s up to God, Re ​mo. Re ​mo, we just can’t take an​oth​er as ​sas ​si ​na ​tion. I can’t
stay. You brought the po​lice here. When I saw them, I gave Chi ​un the de ​tails. I don’t know how you
two slip in and out of drag​nets and things so eas ​ily, but for me this is a dan​ger ​ous place. Con​vince the
Pres ​ident he’s in dan​ger. Good​bye.”

Re ​mo let Smith leave, his body sweat ​ing the heavy meat odors, his face per ​sim ​monous ​ly acid. A
lemon bit ​ter pall coat ​ed his whole de ​meanor.

Smith al ​so left Re ​mo with an awe ​some prob​lem. For Smith, a west ​ern​er, did not un​der ​stand what
words meant when he spoke to Chi ​un, a Mas ​ter of Sinan​ju, the age- ​old house that had pro​vid​ed
as ​sas ​sins through​out his ​to​ry.

Re ​mo knew he was in trou​ble when he saw the de ​light ​ed smile on the face of Chi ​un, a del ​icate
up​ris ​ing half moon on a yel ​low parch​ment face, wisps of white beard and hair like a touch of sil ​ver
cot ​ton can​dy. He stood in a re ​gal pose, his gold and crim ​son ki ​mono made by an​cient hands, flow​ing
with the grace of an em ​per ​or’s gown.

“At last, a prop​er use of a Mas ​ter of Sinan​ju,” said Chi ​un, his eighty- ​year- ​old voice as high as dry
brakes in a desert. “Lo, these many years we have been de ​grad​ed by work​ing against the crim ​inals and
all man​ner of lowlife in your coun​try but now, in his wis ​dom, your Em ​per ​or Smith has come to his
sens ​es.”

“Je ​sus, no,” said Re ​mo. “Don’t tell me.” The large lac ​quered steam ​er trunks were al ​ready packed in
Chi ​un’s room, sealed with wax, lest any be opened with​out Chi ​un’s knowl ​edge.

“First, Smith was wise enough to at last put the true mas ​ter in charge,” Chi ​un said.

“You’re not in charge, Lit ​tle Fa ​ther,” said Re ​mo.

“No back talk,” said Chi ​un. “You are not even stand​ing in a re ​spect ​ful bow.”

“C’mon, get off it. What did Smith re ​al ​ly say?”



 
“He said, look​ing out at that dis ​gust ​ing, dis ​grace ​ful scene in the street, how you, while learn​ing the
great ​ness of Sinan​ju in one re ​spect, had be ​come in​sane in the oth​er.”

“And what did you say?”

“I said we had done won​ders con​sid​er ​ing we had a white man to work with.”

“And what did he say?”

“He said he felt sor ​ry for some ​one as kind and un​der ​stand​ing as your teach​er who had en​dured your
shod​di ​ness of breath​ing and blood con​trol.”

“He did not say that.”

“Your breath​ing has got ​ten so ir ​reg​ular even a white meat- ​eater can hear the crude rasps.”

“I’ve cor ​rect ​ed that and the on​ly thing some ​one like Smit ​ty knows about breath​ing is that it’s bad
when it stops for ​ev​er. He knows no more about breath​ing than you do about com ​put ​ers.”

“I know com ​put ​ers have to be plugged in​to sock​ets. I know that,” said Chi ​un. “I know when I hear
slan​der from an in​grate against the very House that found him as dirt and through la ​bor and dis ​ci ​pline
and with the ex​pen​di ​ture of awe ​some knowl ​edge, trans ​formed a slug​gish half- ​dead body in​to a large
part of what he could be.”

“Lit ​tle”Fa ​ther,” said Re ​mo to the man who had in​deed trans ​formed him, al ​though in of ​ten
very an​noy​ing ways, “Smith could not pos ​si ​bly un​der ​stand any​thing about breath​ing, any more than
you could un​der ​stand any​thing about the demo​crat ​ic pro​cess.”

“I know you lie to your ​self a lot. You tell your ​self you have friends you choose but you re ​al ​ly have
em ​per ​ors like ev​ery​one else.”

“What did Smit ​ty say?”

“He said your breath​ing was a dis ​grace.”

“What were the spe ​cif ​ic words?”

“He heard the noise and looked out the win​dow and said, ‘what a dis ​grace.’ “

“That was ’cause the cops were fol ​low​ing me. And he didn’t want com ​mo​tion. He wasn’t talk​ing
about my breath​ing.”

“Do not be a fool,” Chi ​un said. “You lum ​bered out of that ve ​hi ​cle, breath​ing like a stuck hip​po, as if
you had to con​cen​trate to keep your nos ​trils open. Smith sees this and then you think that he is
con​cerned not about your breath​ing but about the po​lice who are no dan​ger to any​one, es ​pe ​cial ​ly
some ​one who will give them coins?”

“Yes. Es ​pe ​cial ​ly since I worked out that breath​ing thing.”



 
“You went high?” Chi ​un asked.

“How else?”

“I thought you looked al ​most ad​equate down there,” said Chi ​un. And then with a mod​icum of joy, he
out ​lined the in​struc ​tions that Smith had hur ​ried​ly giv​en to him.

He and Re ​mo would en​ter the pres ​iden​tial palace.

“The White House,” Re ​mo said.

“Cor ​rect,” said Chi ​un. “Em ​per ​or Smith wants us to let this oth​er man who thinks he is the emper ​or
know where the re ​al pow​er is. That he who has Sinan​ju as his sword is em ​per ​or in any land, and that
any man may call him ​self em ​per ​or but on​ly one is. That is what Smith wants.”

“I don’t un​der ​stand,” Re ​mo said.

“We call it the leaf. It is an old thing but I let Em ​per ​or Smith think he had thought of it, al ​though for
gen​er ​ations the House has done this thing hun​dreds of times. It is quite com ​mon.”

“What is ‘the leaf?” Re ​mo asked. “I nev​er heard of it be ​fore.”

“When you look at a for ​est in the spring​time from a dis ​tance, you see green. And you say the green is
the for ​est be ​cause that is what you see. But this is not true. And when you get clos ​er you see the green
is made up of leaves and you say, aha, the leaves are the for ​est. But this is not true. You must be
re ​al ​ly close be ​fore you re ​al ​ize that the leaves are but lit ​tle things made by trees and that the trees are
the re ​al for ​est.

“Thus, the re ​al pow​er in a land is of ​ten not he whom the peo​ple think is em ​per ​or, but some ​one far
wis ​er, such as he who has grasped the House of Sinan​ju to his heart.

“And then it is the du​ty of the re ​al em ​per ​or’s as ​sas ​sin to show the false em ​per ​or who the re ​al
em ​per ​or is, show the leaf that it is on​ly a part of the tree. It is a com ​mon thing. We have done it many
times.”

And by the “we” Chi ​un meant the House of Sinan​ju, the Mas ​ters who had rent ​ed them ​selves out to
kings and pharaohs and em ​per ​ors through​out the ages to sup​port the poor vil ​lage of Sinan​ju on the
coast of the West Ko​rea Bay. Years be ​fore, Chi ​un, the last Mas ​ter, had tak​en the job of train​ing
Re ​mo, and ev​ery year the se ​cret or ​ga ​ni ​za ​tion CURE sent trib​ute to Chi ​un’s North Ko​re ​an vil ​lage.

“And we are sup​posed to do what specif ​ical ​ly?” Re ​mo asked.

“Put fear in​to the Pres ​ident’s heart. Ex​pose his vul ​ner ​abil ​ity. Make him cow​er and plead for the
mer ​cy of Em ​per ​or Smith. It is good to be work​ing among prop​er folk again.”

“You must have got ​ten some ​thing wrong, Lit ​tle Fa ​ther,” said Re ​mo. “I don’t think Smith wants that
done to the Pres ​ident.”

“Per ​haps,” Chi ​un said, “we will take the Pres ​ident at night and bring him to a pit of hye ​nas and hold



 
him over it un​til he swears eter ​nal loy​al ​ty to Smith.”

“I’m pret ​ty sure that’s not what Smith wants. You see, Smith serves the coun​try; he doesn’t rule it.”

“They all say that but they re ​al ​ly want to rule. Per ​haps, in​stead of the hye ​nas, we can crip​ple the
Pres ​ident’s finest gen​er ​al. Who is Amer ​ica’s finest gen​er ​al?”

“We don’t have fine gen​er ​als any​more, Lit ​tle Fa ​ther. We have ac ​coun​tants who know how to spend
mon​ey.”

“Who is the most fear ​some fight ​er in the land?”

“We don’t have any.”

“No mat ​ter. It is time that Amer ​ica saw what a true as ​sas ​sin is like in​stead of all the am ​ateurs that
have plagued this land.”

“Lit ​tle Fa ​ther, I am sure Smit ​ty doesn’t want the Pres ​ident harmed,” Re ​mo said.

“Qui ​et. I am in charge now. I am not just a teach​er any​more. Per ​haps we can re ​move the Pres ​ident’s
ears as a les ​son.”

“Lit ​tle Fa ​ther, let me ex​plain a few things. Hope ​ful ​ly,” Re ​mo said. With lit ​tle hope.



 CHAPTER THREE

The Pres ​ident was hear ​ing from some “good ole boys” how “this here White House, it got more
pro​tec ​tion than a twen​ty- ​year- ​old coon​hound with bad breath and a kerosene ass.”

“My ad​vis ​ers tell me I don’t have enough pro​tec ​tion,” said the Pres ​ident soft ​ly. He worked at a ta ​ble
stacked with re ​ports. He could read as fast as some men could think and liked to work four
un​in​ter ​rupt ​ed hours at a stretch. Dur ​ing those times he could in​gest a week’s in​for ​ma ​tion and still
there would be more. He had dis ​cov​ered ear ​ly in his pres ​iden​cy that a man with​out pri ​or ​ities in that
of ​fice was a man who swamped help​less im ​me ​di ​ate ​ly. You and your staff culled what you ab​so​lute ​ly
had to do and then added what you should do and then cut that in half to make a work week on​ly two
weeks’ full.

In that man​ner did men age in this of ​fice. No one ev​er left the pres ​iden​cy of the Unit ​ed States young.

“Y’all got ​ta re ​mem ​ber, sir, these boys up heah in Wash​ing​ton, they sure ‘nough know how to wor ​ry.”

“They say I’m a dead man un​less I lis ​ten to them. They say we’ve had se ​ri ​ous threats.”

“Shoot. These boys’ll sell you the smoke from a horse’s nos ​trils. Ev​ery​body heah look​ing to pro​tect
you from some ​thing. For a lot of mon​ey.”

“You don’t think I’m in dan​ger? A man was killed in Sun Val ​ley, just as an ex​am ​ple to me, they said.”

“Sure you in dan​ger, sir. Ev​ery​body’s al ​ways in dan​ger.”

“I’ve told the Se ​cret Ser ​vice peo​ple who guard me that I think I’ve got enough pro​tec ​tion and I don’t
want to be both​ered any​more. There are oth​er things more press ​ing. But I won​der some ​times. It’s not
just my life. This coun​try can’t take an​oth​er pres ​iden​tial as ​sas ​si ​na ​tion. The air is al ​ready so poi ​soned
with ru​mors and doubts and sto​ries about con​spir ​acies and plots and coun​ter ​plots.”

“To say noth​in’ of us los ​ing our first Pres ​ident since James K. Polk. There was a long while there we
didn’t have no​body from the South. Long while. Don’ wor ​ry. We ain’ gonna lose you.”

The Pres ​ident smiled gra ​cious ​ly. His old friend from back home who had been a state troop​er showed
him what his own Se ​cret Ser ​vice had shown him, how the White House it ​self was im ​preg​nable and
that the on​ly time any​one ev​er re ​al ​ly got through the gates was when the Pres ​ident was on a trip
some ​where.

“You al ​ready got the best heah. Cain’t do no bet ​ter, sir,” said the old friend from Geor ​gia. “Why,
cain’t even get a gnat through these peo​ple. They got guards guard​ing guards guard​ing guards and
more radar and stuff like that than any place on earth.”

“I don’t know,” said the Pres ​ident. He knew with​out say​ing that too many peo​ple had come too close
to too many Pres ​idents re ​cent ​ly. Lu​natics had got ​ten a load​ed re ​volver to with​in a hand​shake of the
pre ​vi ​ous Pres ​ident. Some ​one had even got ​ten off a shot. A man had crashed a truck through the White
House gate just the year be ​fore and a wom ​an with a stick of dy​na ​mite on her body had been
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