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Chapter 1


In the last hour Burt Solare’s intestines still worked; while his heart still pumped blood, his lungs and other organs toiled in concert—while all that comprised the inner workings of Burt Solare remained hidden inside his delicate flesh shell, as nature had intended—Burt Solare found he had a problem somewhere along the miles of compressed tubing that was his intestinal tract.


“Dammit, this ulcer’s gonna kill me.” Check that. Make it two problems.


“Helen? Dammit, Helen, where the hell’s the Maalox?”


At 220 pounds, five foot six inches and standing on tiptoes on a fragile rattan chair, Burt was a looming figure pawing through the cabinets in the upstairs bathroom of his Lubec, Maine, home. Given his size and disposition, he looked like a hungry bear rummaging for food in an abandoned vacation cabin.


“What’s with all the hollering?” Helen Solare said as she stomped into the big room, the pink fur fringe of her satin dressing gown swirling around her thick ankles. She stopped dead near the Jacuzzi.


A mouth surrounded by too much Purple Sunset lipstick dropped open in horror the instant her eyes, decorated with Mediterranean Midnight Blue, saw the boxes of spare toothpaste and Gold Bond powder that had been dumped on the floor near the buckling legs of Burt’s chair. A flung box of cotton swabs nearly struck her midpermanent.


“What the hell are you looking for, you maniac?” Helen demanded, ducking below the box. It struck the aqua ceramic tile behind her, exploding on impact. Q-tips flew everywhere.


“The Maalox! The goddamn Maalox, Helen. Where the hell did you hide it this time?”


Burt flung a fistful of unused toothbrushes over his shoulder. They clattered into the porcelain basin. “Stop it!” Helen screeched, flinging up her hands. “Just stop where you are!”


On his chair Burt wheeled on his wife. His eyes were bloodshot and black-rimmed. In his right hand was a jar of blemish cream. In his left, a can of hairspray—one of dozens Helen went through every month.


“Where?” he barked.


Sandals flapping angrily against her pumiced heels, Helen marched over to the medicine cabinet. Ripping open the door, she stuck a handful of Lee Press-Ons inside. They reappeared clutching a familiar blue bottle.


“Next time try looking under your nose,” she snapped.


“Give it here.” Burt scurried down to the floor, snatching the bottle from Helen’s hand.


He popped the lid and dumped the Maalox down his throat. His Adam’s apple bobbed gratefully as the chalky liquid rolled down into his burning belly. “You could ask before you throw one of your fits,” Helen complained as she surveyed the bathroom. It looked as if a hurricane had blown through the cupboards.


“I wouldn’t have to ask if you left the damn stuff where it belonged,” Burt panted between swigs.


As he gulped, Helen stooped to pick up a toothbrush. Halfway to the floor, she changed her mind. Straightening, she planted two fists on her ample hips. “No. I am not picking this up.”


“Big surprise,” Burt grunted. Burping, he capped the bottle. Wiping blue gunk from his lips with the sleeve of his shirt, he headed out the door.


“I’m not kidding,” Helen warned, storming into their bedroom after him. “You made that mess. You can pick it up.”


“Have Mrs. Parkasian do it.”


Burt dropped onto the edge of their queen-size bed. He began pulling on a pair of white athletic socks. “Oh, no. I’m not letting that old bat see that mess. She’ll tell everyone in town I’m a slob. That’s all I need. They already look at me like I’m goddamned Zsa-Zsa.”


“What do you care, Helen?” Burt said as he stuffed his feet into his sneakers. The antacid wasn’t working. His belly still burned. “In a month you’ll never see anyone in this town again.”


Helen dropped into the chair at her dressing table. “You’re still going through with this?” she asked morosely.


“Yes,” Burt said firmly.


“Only an idiot runs away from a million-dollar business,” she suggested.


“Then sue me, Helen. I’m an idiot.”


Burt pushed himself from the bed. On heavy feet he trudged across the room. At the door he stopped. One hand rested on the doorknob as the other gripped his potbelly.


“Geez, it feels like something’s eating my guts for lunch.”


“Why don’t you get medication for that thing?” Helen said impatiently. “They’ve got stuff that’ll get rid of ulcers now.”


“They’d put me on pills or something.” Burt winced. “It’s not natural.”


“Oh, and I suppose it’s natural to bail out of a million-dollar business?” Helen hollered as he headed out the door. “Is that natural, Burt? Tell me, because I’m dying to know.”


And rather than argue with the cause of fifty percent of his ulcer, Burt Solare quietly shut the door.


Although brisk, there was finally a tiny hint of warmer weather in the Northeast. Burt left his jacket unzipped as he headed down his front walk. Damp pine needles stained the slate.


He was on his way to visit the cause of the other fifty percent of his ulcer for what would be the last time.


The air was refreshing. Beyond the gate he took a few deep breaths into the pit of his ailing stomach. A sudden cold breeze tipped the tall pine trees.


Burt cut across the driveway and struck off down the rutted dirt road.


The surrounding forest made him feel as if he were the only man on Earth. As he walked along, he concentrated on the solitude, trying to will his flaming ulcer to heal. After all, that was part of the reason he had moved here in the first place.


Burt hated cities. Despised crowds. Detested the thought of those teeming masses of humanity pressing against him, smothering him. It was a phobia that had nearly paralyzed him in his younger days. The worst thing back then was how his own life had trapped him. His living was made off those same teeming masses he so abhorred.


Burt had run a successful ad agency in New York for more than ten years. In those days he had been driven. His goal was to make enough money by the time he was forty to leave the squalid city of his misspent youth forever. The greatest day of his life was when he finally achieved his goal.


When he came home to his humble Bronx apartment with the news more than ten years before, Helen had been livid.


“Are you out of your mind!” she snapped.


“Helen, I’ve been talking about this for fifteen years.”


“Talking, shmalking. I figured that was all it was with you. Talk. I’m not going.”


“Fine. Stay.”


Helen was surprised by his indifference.


Although she pretended nothing was changing the entire time he was selling his agency and transferring funds to Maine, three weeks after his announcement she could stand it no more. She finally asked a question.


“So where are we moving? Not that I don’t think you should be moving to the rubber room, you’re acting so crazy.”


“A beautiful small town called Lubec.”


“I hate it.”


“Did you ever hear of it?”


“No, but I hate it.”


“Don’t come.”


There it was again. Such firm indifference. Burt had never acted that way toward her before. Not only that, he looked different.


“Are you feeling okay?” Helen asked, a hint of genuine wifely concern in her shrill voice.


“Never better,” Burt insisted.


“You look funny. Not as pale. And you’re standing different. Straighter.”


“My ulcer’s almost gone. A month in Maine and I’ll be a new man.”


“I’ll say. You’ll be a schmuck who gave away a million-dollar business.”


But Burt wouldn’t be dissuaded. He dumped all of his New York business interests and moved everything he owned to Maine. A year after, he sold his last stock, severing his ties to New York forever.


With the clarity afforded by hindsight, Burt realized that his life hadn’t truly started until his big move. And in spite of the fact that Helen had accompanied him to Maine, his ulcer nearly healed. Everything was going along swimmingly until the day the well ran dry. Literally.


“You’ve got two hundred acres here,” Burt’s neighbor, Owen Grude, had drawled. Among other things, Grude drilled wells for a living. “Lubec’s known for our water. Shouldn’t be a problem finding another source around here.”


It turned out his neighbor was right. Owen found water on the first try. Not only that, it was the sweetest water either of them had ever tasted.


Owen sent a sample away for testing. The lab confirmed that it was purest water in a state filled with pure water.


“You should bottle this,” Owen Grude suggested when he brought the test results to Burt Solare’s rural home.


“Why?” Burt asked. “In case of drought?”


“To sell,” Owen had replied. “City folks’d pay a pretty penny for water this pure.”


“You mean like a business,” Burt said levelly.


Owen nodded. “Could be good for us both. I see you wandering around here, nothing to do. A man should do something.”


“I’m not sure, Owen,” Burt said warily. “How big are we talking?”


“Small operation. Couple of fellas. You won’t even have to do much, unless you want to. But like I said, you don’t have much to do now. Aren’t you bored?”


Like many people in that part of the country, Owen Grude was a lot more savvy than he let on. In his quiet, backwoods way he had cut to Burt Solare’s heart.


The truth was, Burt was bored. He was more fit than he had ever been in his life, but with nothing to occupy his days he was beginning to feel as if he were stagnating.


Owen’s suggestion came at a time of perfect weakness. It didn’t take much convincing. That very afternoon, Burt Solare accepted his new partner’s proposal. After that, everything happened in a blur.


There were trucks and buildings—at Burt’s insistence, confined to the woods on the other side of his land. Owen had underestimated the number of people they would need to hire. The employees numbered in the dozens at the Lubec plant alone. Soon the cacophony of the outer world began to intrude on Burt’s rural life.


Within two years, Lubec Springs water blanketed the East Coast. In five it had exploded nationally. The next year the tidal wave spilled into the international market.


By the time his fiftieth birthday rolled around, the solitary existence Burt had longed for was long gone. Rather than remain the silent partner he had hoped, Burt had taken an active role in the growth of the business. The success of Lubec Springs was largely due to the advertising skills he had developed in New York. But, as had happened in New York, Burt’s health suffered in inverse proportion to the health of his business.


He was fifty-five now. Rich several times over.


And with a gnawing wound in his gut that refused to surrender to all the medications he poured into it. For Burt it was finally enough.


For the second time in his life, he was going to chuck it all. He’d sell his home, his land and his interest in Lubec Springs. He would move farther up into the wilds of Maine, and if success came sniffing at his door this time, he’d shoot it, bury it and move to Canada. Hell, he’d take a dogsled to the North Pole if he had to. This time enough was absolutely, unequivocally enough.


The decision had been made a few days before. It was now just a matter of summoning the strength to tell Owen.


When he had first moved up to Lubec more than a decade earlier, the only twisting path through these woods was his own long driveway. Now a half mile from his house was an electronically controlled gate. On the other side was another road, this one paved.


During the week, trucks drove back and forth along that isolated path. Fortunately it was Saturday. The sounds of wretched civilization would not return until Monday.


Burt slipped around the gate that separated his private property from that of his business.


Someone had sneaked in during the night again. Green and pink paper from the local copy center had been nailed to dozens of the trees. A picture of a curled blob that looked like a bumpy comma was in the center of each page. Below were the letters S.O.L. The papers rattled in the breeze.


When Burt saw the papers, he shook his head in disgust. His hand searched for his burning belly. Amid all the fluttering papers beside the paved road was a small sign. It read simply Lubec Springs. “May you burn to the ground and your ashes scatter to the four winds,” Burt grumbled at the sign. Feeling the fire in his belly, he headed up the road to the bottling plant.


Since its founding a decade before, the single-story Lubec Springs bottling plant had expanded from a small wooden shed to a sprawling complex nestled amid the lonely pines.


The main plant was a cinder-block affair that had been erected hurriedly several years previously. Tucked around back, barely visible from the road, a few Lubec Springs trucks sat idle near concrete loading platforms.


Jutting from the front of the larger building was a clapboard addition that housed the main offices.


A car was parked out front. With a frown, Burt noted the out-of-state license plate. He had told Owen this meeting was business-related. Burt hoped his partner had sense enough not to bring guests to the plant. The last thing he wanted was to wait another day to tell Owen he was calling it quits.


Wearily he climbed the three wide steps and pushed open the front door. Walking down to the offices from the reception area, he found Owen behind his desk. The cofounder of Lubec Springs was not alone.


“Oh,” Burt said, irritated. One hand gripped the door frame. “Owen, we had a meeting, remember?” Burt glanced at the three strangers in the room. Two were men in their late thirties or early forties. The third was a woman. When he saw her, Burt’s irritation bled away.


She was gorgeous. The woman’s hair was as black as a raven’s wings. Her eyes were quick and sharp. Her skin was cream. She stood with a confident grace that announced to the world she owned whatever room she was in.


As the woman fixed him with a cold stare, Burt gulped.


“I, uh… Sorry. We can do this later, Owen.”


“No,” Owen insisted. “You said you had something important to tell me.” His voice was a deep growl. It sounded strange. Stronger than normal. Burt tore his eyes away from the woman.


Owen was stepping out from around his desk. He was even walking differently. Owen Grude was forty pounds overweight. He usually stomped and wheezed when he walked. But this day he seemed to glide. The other two men fell in behind him.


“No,” Burt insisted, suddenly clenching his molars with fresh pain. His ulcer was flaring again. “It can wait. You have company. We can talk tomorrow. Nice to meet you,” he said, nodding to the woman.


Silent until now, the woman seemed distracted by the men. A hint of disapproval creased her brow. “Please wait, Mr. Solare,” she said to Burt.


In the doorway Burt paused. “Yes?”


“This is so awkward,” she said with a cool smile that indicated it was anything but awkward. “Mr. Grude wasn’t sure how to tell you this himself, so I’m just going to tell you. He has signed his fifty percent of Lubec Springs over to me. I’m your new partner.”


For a moment Burt didn’t know what to say. The pain in his belly was forgotten. “Owen?” he asked, confused.


His partner just stood there, brow hanging low over sharp eyes. Burt had eaten supper at Owen’s house enough over the past ten years to know that look. Owen got that same look when he was drooling over a plate of pork chops.


“Your water is very pure,” the woman announced. Owen and the other two men snorted softly — pulling in soft, inquisitive breaths. Like animals sniffing prey.


“That’s true,” Burt Solare said slowly. “Okay, Owen, what is all this?”


“Business, Burt,” Owen said. “Thanks to you, we’re in every convenience store and supermarket in the country.”


As he spoke, his nostrils flared, sniffing the air. He circled around Burt.


“Down,” the woman snarled suddenly. She sounded like an obedience trainer scolding a bad dog. “Helen already called to tell me you were quitting, Burt,” Owen said from behind, his voice a quiet growl. “It came as quite a shock. I’ve got one for you, too.”


“No,” the woman commanded, taking a step for Owen.


Too late.


Burt felt someone grab him from behind.


Owen. Owen had gone crazy. Selling the business without telling Burt, dragging strangers in off the street and now assaulting Burt in his own offices. That was it. To hell with it all. Burt was going to quit already, but now he’d do it with a song in his heart and not look back.


Burt had played high-school and college football. He still outweighed Owen. He’d flip his demented ex-partner to the floor and then leave Lubec Springs for good.


Burt intended to tell Owen all this. But then a funny thing happened. He suddenly couldn’t speak. He felt pressure on his throat. Felt a sudden jerk and twist of sharp pain. Pain far worse than his ulcer. Pain more excruciating than anything he had ever felt before.


Burt gasped. Bubbles came. Red and frothy.


Burt staggered back, grabbing at his throat. His hands clutched a glistening hole. And then Burt Solare saw the ragged remnants of his torn-out throat. They were dangling from the blood-streaked mouth of Owen Grude.


Burt tried to run. The other two men were on him. With hands and teeth they attacked Burt’s soft belly. Screaming silently, he hit the wall and fell to the floor. They came in a pack. He tried to knock them off. His weak blows scarcely registered.


When he glanced up in horror, he found that one man’s face had disappeared inside his abdomen. He reappeared an instant later, sharp teeth dragging a bundle of glistening viscera.


With a tip of his head and a few quick gulps, the man slurped up the ulcerous part of Burt’s intestine like a string of bloody spaghetti.


Another shadow. A face frowning deep disapproval.


The woman. Burt saw her through his pinwheeling gaze. Pouncing, she fell in among the men, grabbing shoulders and arms, flinging them away. For someone so small and graceful, she was inordinately strong. When she gripped Owen by the back of the neck and yanked, Owen became airborne. He soared across the office, slamming hard against the wall. The particleboard buckled beneath him.


With uncharacteristic delicacy, Owen righted himself as he dropped to the floor. Flipping, he landed silently on the rug. His face was enraged, yet he made no move on the woman. The other men prowled near him.


“Stay,” she commanded firmly to all three. Although they clearly didn’t want to obey, the three men stayed back. Blood and saliva drooled from their open mouths.


Burt lay in a bloody heap, weak hands clutching belly and throat. The rug was stained red. Every thready heartbeat sent more blood gurgling from his open wounds.


The woman crouched beside him. Her nose crinkled unhappily as she studied his wounds.


She had stopped them. Maybe she could save him. If she called the police, the hospital. Burt pleaded with his eyes.


Her mouth thinned. “He’s too far gone,” she announced.


No! Burt wanted to shout. Call 911! Help me!


Did she hear his unspoken plea? The woman turned her attention back to his gaping stomach wound. Yes, I’m alive. I’m fighting to live. Save me!


She reached for him. Did she know first aid? And then the horror returned full-blown.


Hands thrust inside his ripped-open belly. Grabbing either side of his rib cage, the woman twisted.


Burt heard his sternum crack.


Baring fangs, the woman proceeded to stuff her face deep into his exposed chest cavity. With a lick and a snap, fangs pierced the left ventricle of his feebly beating heart.


And in that instant of horrific pain, Burt Solare had an epiphany. The blinding realization came clear as glass in that last moment of his weak, frail mortality. Maybe I should have stayed in advertising.


When she was through feeding, she allowed the males to eat. They chewed greedily, Owen more than the others. This was his first. The hunger was strongest the first time.


When the males finally finished, she was lying on Owen Grude’s desk, her rough pink tongue licking gently at the last hints of sticky blood on her long fingers.


They padded over to her, faces smeared red from their feast. The two males yawned contentedly. Owen Grude mewled apologetically. She continued to lick her fingers.


“You behaved recklessly,” she said, not looking up.


“I couldn’t resist.”


She turned her eyes lazily, fixing him with a glare. “A word from the wise. Next time? Resist.”


The threat was clear. Owen nodded obediently. Pulling herself to a squatting position, she looked at the other two. “He has a mate,” she said, nodding to the half-eaten carcass of Burt Solare. “Kill her.” No more instruction was needed. With barely a sound, they slipped from the office.


Pushing from her haunches, she bounded to the floor. Her bare soles touched silently.


“Show me the bottling plant,” she commanded, prowling past Owen.


He hesitated. “What about him?” he asked, lingering near the desk. He nodded to the body of his partner. Burt’s glassy eyes stared up vacantly in death.


She paused. “Oh, do you want a human funeral for your dear, dear friend?” she asked with mock sympathy.


“No, of course not,” Owen said. “I don’t see him as I did. He used to be important to me. Now he’s just—”


“A meal?”


Owen nodded. “I’m just afraid someone might find him.”


She padded up to Owen, pressing a firm hand on his shoulder. She growled. Flecks of red gristle clung to the spaces between her flawless white teeth.


“Don’t try to think too hard. Now, we have a lot of work to do. The fun is just beginning.”


With catlike grace, Dr. Judith White prowled out the office door.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and it wasn’t that he didn’t want to squash a few more cockroaches. His only problem was the wrong man was asking him to do the squashing.


“Let me talk to Smith,” Remo said.


“Dr. Smith isn’t here,” Mark Howard explained. Howard was assistant director of CURE, the super-secret organization for which Remo worked as enforcement arm. That is, on those days Remo was actually working. At the moment, as Remo stood on the sidewalk in Little Rock cradling the pay phone between ear and shoulder, it wasn’t one of those days. “No offense, Junior,” Remo said to Howard, “but I don’t scrunch cockroaches for you. Put Daddy on the phone.”


A few students from nearby Philander Smith College strolled down the sidewalk chatting loudly. Like most college students of the past forty years, these seemed to have an abundance of loud opinions and a lack of actual textbooks. Remo watched them as they walked through the historic Quapaw Quarter of the city’s downtown.


On the phone there came an exasperated exhale.


“Remo, you know Dr. Smith leaves the office at five on Tuesdays and Thursdays now,” Mark Howard replied, his youthful voice straining to be patient. “He said you can talk to me.”


“Talk to, yes. Take orders from, no. You want to talk about the weather?”


“No.”


“See you in the funny papers.” Remo hung up the phone.


The receiver rang the instant he broke the connection. Remo had to hand it to Mark Howard; the young man was quick on the ol’ keyboard. He picked up the phone.


“Joe’s Porn Palace. You can’t spell coitus without us.”


Howard’s voice was growing irked. “Remo, please.”


“Sorry,” Remo said sweetly. “Still not the right guy for me.” He hung up once more.


This time the pay phone fell silent.


While he waited, Remo whiled away the minutes counting the birds that flew overhead. He was up to thirty-one when the phone finally rang again. He scooped up the receiver.


“Hi, Smitty,” he announced.


The lemony voice on the other end of the line was not that of Mark Howard. Where Howard’s voice was young, this voice was older, more tired and infinitely more irritated.


“What is the problem?” announced Dr. Harold W. Smith, the director of CURE.


“No problem,” Remo said. “Except that I don’t take orders from your helper monkey. Why are you whispering?”


“I am in my bedroom on my briefcase phone. My wife is downstairs and I don’t want her to overhear. What’s wrong? Mark says you are having trouble with the assignment.”


“No trouble. I don’t even know what it is. You know the rule, Smitty. I’m Sinanju. Sinanju gets hired by an emperor. You’re my emperor. I work for you.”


He could almost see Smith wincing on the other end of the line. “Please, don’t you start calling me that too.”


Remo was the Reigning Master of Sinanju, the original martial art. Born in blood on the rocky shores of North Korea, Sinanju was the sun source of all the other, lesser martial arts. For millennia the Masters of Sinanju had rented their services as assassins to rulers throughout the world. Remo’s teacher, who had been Reigning Master until Remo’s ascension to that position a few months before, had refused to admit to working for anything less than a true tyrant king, and so had long before dubbed Harold W. Smith “emperor.” It was an honorific Smith didn’t embrace. And it was definitely something he didn’t wish to see carried through into Remo’s fledgling Masterhood.


“Whatever you call it, you’re the boss,” Remo said. “Tradition says I can’t start taking orders from the kid. And I happen to agree with tradition here. What if Smitty Junior goes nuts and starts giving me whacko assignments, like maybe I should make him President or pope or something? Or he tells me to start assassinating petunias ‘cause they give him the sniffles? Or what if he orders me to kill you?”


“At the moment I would consider that a blessing,” Smith said tightly.


“You’re not out of it that easy, Smitty,” Remo grumbled. “If I’m stuck with Howard, you are, too.”


“Yes,” Smith said dryly. “Just so you know, Remo, I do not consider myself stuck at all. Mark has helped lighten my load considerably. Two nights a week now I am able to have dinner with my wife. And might I remind you, Mark has also saved both our lives.”


Remo’s face darkened at the memory. There had been a terrible battle back in the village of Sinanju. On that dark day months before, it was Mark Howard’s timely intervention that had provided insight that might have turned the tide.


“Maybe,” Remo admitted. “The jury’s still out on what would have happened back then if he’d butted out.” He frowned with a sudden thought. “What do you mean both? You weren’t in the line of fire back then.”


Smith cleared his throat. “Er, yes. Can we get on with this? My wife nearly has dinner ready.”


“Fine. Sue me for wanting to hear your dulcet tones,” Remo said. He drummed his fingertips on the steel phone-book tray. “What’s the deal? More cockroaches, right?”


As Smith quickly sketched out the details of that night’s assignment, Remo’s fingers continued to drum a hollow staccato on the pay phone’s metal tray.


After a few moments, Smith stopped suddenly. Bored, Remo was back to counting birds.


“What is that noise?” the CURE director asked abruptly.


“What noise?” Remo asked.


“I don’t know. It sounds like a jackhammer.” Remo glanced around. He didn’t see any jackhammer. In fact, he saw no road construction whatsoever. He did see a few more college students. They were staring at him as they walked past. More accurately, they were staring at his hand.


Remo glanced down.


Four deep hollows in the shape of drumming fingers pitted the otherwise smooth surface of the stainless-steel phone-book tray. It looked as if the metal had superheated and melted into four neat pockets.


“It stopped,” Smith said over the phone.


“Yeah,” Remo grunted, stuffing his hand in his pocket. “Can we just finish this up?”


Smith seemed to sense something was wrong. “Were you even listening?”


“Sort of listening, mostly bored.” He sighed. “Sorry, Smitty. I’ve got a lot of stuff on my mind lately.”


It was true. He had been preparing nearly all of his adult life to take over as Reigning Master of Sinanju. He thought it would be a snap once he finally accepted the position. He had come to find out that there was no way to be completely ready for so awesome a responsibility. All the training in the world had not prepared him for the new reality of his life. Once he actually became Reigning Master, it just felt different than he had expected.


Remo was surprised by the CURE director’s sympathetic tone.


“I understand,” Smith said. “Even when one knows it is coming, it still takes time to come to grips psychologically with the burden of great responsibility. There has been some research into the subject. If it would be helpful, I could send some published papers on the topic.”


“Pass. But feel free to quiz me on the state capitals. Better yet, ask me the boons granted to past Masters of Sinanju. For instance, did you know Master Cung managed to bamboozle three hundred armfuls of silk, a skepful of Sui dynasty myrrh, twenty golden flagons of rice wine, forty she goats and thirty pheasants from the Chinese? Chiun says they were peasants, but I think he’s misreading the scrolls.”


“Yes,” Smith said thinly. “In any event, the target is across the Arkansas River and up Route 161 near Furlow. Did you get enough of the rest?”


“Enough. I’ve already got my squashing shoes on.”


“Good, please report back to Mark when you are finished. Sinanju rules do allow that, don’t they?” There was a hint of thin sarcasm in his voice.


“Yes, that’s kosher,” Remo sighed.


“I don’t understand why you’ve become so prickly lately in regard to Mark. I thought you had worked through your difficulties with him.”


“I’ve got nothing against the kid, Smitty. I just liked it better when it was you, me and Chiun. Although right now Chiun isn’t that much of a help.”


“Is there something wrong with Master Chiun?”


“Nah. He’s just being Chiun again. He came with me to Little Rock, but now he’s sitting in a hotel room. He said he was contemplating his place in the cosmos or something. As if being the pain in my neck wasn’t full-time job enough.”


“Very well,” Smith said. “Just remember, Remo. Nothing stays the same forever. Things change. Sometimes for the better, sometimes not, but change is inevitable.”


He was interrupted by a distant voice.


“Harold,” Smith’s wife called. “Dinner’s ready.”


“I have to go,” the CURE director said. “Good luck.”


With a soft beep, the line went dead.


Remo held the cold phone loosely in his hand. He stared down at the permanent marks imprinted in the steel tray.


“Preaching to the choir, Smitty,” he said softly. He hung up the pay phone.


The twin-engine Cessna had flown up through the Gulf of Mexico. Staying low to avoid radar, the small aircraft hugged much of the shared border of Louisiana and Texas, finally breaking out across the Ouachita Mountains in southwestern Arkansas. It hummed into the Arkansas River Valley on the way to its evening rendezvous.


When it first appeared out of the cool, late spring night, it was as a sound rather than something visible to the eye.


The lone man waiting at Furlow’s small airport heard the noise. Behind him, a red, white and blue banner slung from the side of a tin hangar advertised the Happy Apple Pie American Patriotic Flight School And Good-Time Hotdog Stand.


The man on the ground had come up with that name himself. The secret world in which he lived had become far more treacherous of late. Everything was about being inconspicuous now. Faysal al-Shahir was as proud of the very inconspicuous, very American-sounding name of his business as he was of his own false identity.


Faysal al-Shahir had cleverly picked his American cover name at random from a telephone book. He was now known as John Smith. That was much better than the first name he had cleverly picked at random out of the phone book. His contact in the radical al-Khobar Martyrdom Brigade had read him the riot act when Faysal al-Shahir had requested a false driver’s license and credit cards under the name Jiffy Lube.


But that teeny mistake had been months ago. Faysal had learned much about fitting in since then.


He had been forced to shave his beard. His dark hair had been colored with blond highlights. Gone were his midnight-black eyes, disguised with blue contact lenses. His forearms had five-o’clock shadow from daily shaving.


Even Shahir’s clothing had been Americanized. His first week in the hated den of vipers that was the devil West, Faysal had been delighted to find a store that sold typical American clothes at a price that would not break his allowance. His first trip there he had bought a garbage bag full of beautiful clothes. Now, months later, decked out in his Salvation Army Thrift Store finery, Faysal al-Shahir was as wholly inconspicuous as the next puke-green leisure-suited, bell-bottomed American flight-school instructor.


Although day had bled away, the rim of the twilight sky was still colored in shades of pinkish gray. It was out of the gloaming that the plane finally appeared.


“They are here,” Faysal announced in Arabic. Three other men had been sitting on wooden crates inside the door of the hangar. Like Faysal, they were dressed in decadent Western garb. With fat lapels on ghastly colored polyesters, they looked like a 1970s prom band.


At Faysal’s announcement, the men hurried outside.


It took several more minutes for the plane to reach the airport. By the time the Cessna came in for a landing, shades of gray had seeped into enveloping blackness. In darkness, guided only by soft runway lights, the plane touched down with a shriek of rubber. It sped toward them.


Faysal offered a wicked grin. “It begins,” he said. He was turning to roll the hangar doors wide when one of his companions spoke.


“What is that?” the man hissed.


Faysal glanced back. The man who had spoken was pointing a wholly inconspicuous, mood-ring-disguised finger down the runway.


The Cessna was rolling toward them, slowing as it came.


When Faysal saw what his associate was pointing at, his eyes grew so wide he nearly popped his blue contacts.


A man had appeared from the dark woods next to the plane. He loped along in the wake of the small aircraft.


Faysal felt his stomach tighten.


“Who is that?” he demanded, wheeling on the others.


“I do not know,” his men replied in chorus. Faysal looked from the men to the runway. The stranger was gaining on the Cessna.


“Should we shoot him?” one man asked. Rifles and handguns were already being raised. “No!” Faysal snapped. “We cannot risk hitting the plane. Besides, are you forgetting there are houses beyond the woods? We cannot draw the authorities to us. Not now.”


Light from the plane and runway enabled Faysal to glimpse the stranger’s face. It was cast in cruel shades. Above high cheekbones, the eyes were black-smeared sockets. It was more a vengeful skull than a human face.


He ran with a gliding ease that seemed slow, but which propelled him forward ever faster. As Faysal watched, the stranger caught up to the left wing. Hands attached to abnormally thick wrists reached out for the shuddering tip.


“What is he doing?” asked a fearful voice in Arabic.


“It does not matter,” Faysal hissed.


Faysal’s mind was finding focus. All was not lost. After all, this was just one man. He was certainly not from the American government. The United States came at you as polite agents in suits who worried about search warrants and due process and extending civil liberties to terrorist noncitizens. They fretted over how their behavior would look to Amnesty International, the CBS evening news and the editorial board of the New York Times. Real U.S. government agents were so panicked about doing what all these groups considered to be the right thing that they forgot that the right thing first and foremost was protecting their fellow countrymen from maniacs who would blow up buildings and murder innocent Americans.


No, Faysal knew with growing certainty this man running toward them up the runway and about to touch the tip of the Cessna’s wing—heaven knew what he intended to do once he reached it—was not with the United States government. He was just an average American. And in this holy war, all Americans were targets.


“He is just some harmless fool,” Faysal said. “When he gets close enough that there is no risk of hitting the plane, shoot him. Use a silencer. We will dispose of the body in the woods.”


Faysal tightened his jaw, which, despite a morning ritual of Nair and painful home-hair-removal strips, was still speckled with the dark stubble of a Riyadh street beggar.


Faysal was certain all would still go exactly according to plan. He was certain of this straight up until the moment the running stranger ripped the wing off the Cessna.


The cluster of Arabs near the hangar blinked, stunned.


It was true. Their eyes had not lied.


The stranger’s fingers had seemed to barely brush the surface of the wing. With a shriek of metal, it tore away from the main body, leaving ragged strips on the fuselage.


As the gathered men watched in growing shock, the wing and its suddenly dead engine fell back on the runway. The Cessna, coasting forward with one wing engine, began to spin away from Faysal and the rest.


“What manner of man is this who can tear a plane apart with bare hands?” one of the men near the hangar breathed.


Faysal barely heard. He was listening to a new sound.


Over the crashing of the tumbling wing and the spluttering of the Cessna’s one dying engine, Faysal al-Shahir heard a terrible sound that froze his very marrow. It was the sound of a man whistling. Strong and confident, it carried across the small airport.


During his time in America, Faysal had deliberately stayed out of the sun to keep his skin as light as possible. But at this moment, that particular precaution proved unnecessary. As he watched the plane roll out of control and heard the first strains of that sweet, terrifying song, the color drained from the face of Faysal al-Shahir, leaving behind a sheet of ghostly white.


“That is no man,” Faysal whispered with certainty, his voice laced with doom.


Faysal al-Shahir knew well of Heaven. For their coming sacrifice on Earth, he and his fellows in the Martyrdom Brigade had been promised an eternity of palaces and plentiful concubines in the next life. And Faysal knew equally of Hell, home of torment for the unworthy. For its wealth and power in this world, America had made a pact with Satan. And before Faysal was the proof.


For many months, throughout the al-Khobar movement there had been rumors of an agent from Satan’s realm who had come to Earth. America’s unholy bargain with the prince of the underworld had come with a protector, a creature in the shape of a man who struck without warning and slaughtered without mercy. On the soil of Asia and Europe and America had this creature trodden. And death had followed.


While the troops grew fearful, the al-Khobar leadership tried to squelch these tales of the unstoppable devil who wielded an invisible sword in the name of the hated West. Faysal had never believed the stories. Until this night.


When the awful melody started—the whistling song described by witnesses to horrors beyond human comprehension—Faysal knew with certainty that it was all true. And if rumor could be trusted, no force of man could stop this creature. Death was coming for them all.


Helpless in the chilly Arkansas night, Faysal al-Shahir could only stand and listen to the approaching song of America’s Hell-summoned demon.


As he tore the left wing off the speeding Cessna, Remo Williams continued to whistle a peppy version of “La Cucaracha.” He was still whistling as he let the wing slip from his fingertips.


As the wing banged and spiraled away behind him, Remo was already ducking under the belly of the plane.


The crippled Cessna whipped around in a 180-degree arc.


Remo came up on the other side. A sharp hand caught the leading edge of the second wing. The momentum of the plane sliced around his stationary hand.


The second wing plopped off into his upturned palms. He caught it with a tidy flourish and a click of his heels.


“La-la-la-la-la-la-la! Ole!” Remo sang as he flung the wing with its dead engine deep into the dark woods.


The Cessna rolled to a dead stop. As it did, the small door popped open and two furious men sprang to the tarmac. With shouts of angry Arabic, they aimed rifles at Remo.


“U.S. health inspector,” Remo announced to the men, ignoring the guns leveled at his chest. “We had a tip at HQ there’d be a cockroach incursion tonight. And what do you know? Here you are. Prepare for fumigation.”


The two new arrivals sized up the thin young American in his black T-shirt and matching chinos. They seemed to regard him more as an annoyance than a threat. They shouted to the men over at the hangar.


The men who had been awaiting the plane were already racing over. Only Faysal al-Shahir remained rooted in place.


All five men surrounded the thin young man who had torn the Cessna to shreds, seemingly with his bare hands.


“Who do you work for, American?” asked one of the new arrivals, a higher-up in the al-Khobar organization.


“Funny you should ask,” Remo said. “I’ve just spent half the day sorting that one out. But I think Upstairs has gotten the message now. Technically I’m a free agent who hires out to one guy at a time. One boss, one set of orders. Simplifies the chain of command, don’t you think?”


“Who is, as you say, ‘Upstairs’?” asked one of the al-Khobar agents, prodding Remo with a rifle barrel. “Is this American slang for CIA?”


“Didn’t you hear? We decided we didn’t need the CIA anymore. That is, until we got attacked and needed something to give the politicians a fig leaf for blowing our spy budget on daffodil stuff like measuring cow farts and making sure little Timmy gets a free lunch at school. And what’s with that anyway? In my day parents were able to master the complexity of smearing peanut butter and jelly on two slices of bread.”


Obviously the terrorist wasn’t satisfied with this response. His gun barrel jammed harder into Remo’s ribs. Or at least it tried to. To the terrorist it felt as if Remo’s rib was hinged. It swung out of the way of the barrel.


“What are you doing here?” the al-Khobar leader asked.


“I told you, I was sent to crunch cockroaches. My boss is wired in to this stuff. Don’t ask me how he does it. But he figured out what your plan was. How next week you were going to blow up a couple of little bridges out in the middle of nowhere. Then with the authorities distracted in the heartland, how a few hours later you were going to fly planes loaded with explosives into commodities exchange buildings in big cities. Chicago, Atlanta, wherever the hell they are around the country. He even found out that you’d gotten smart this time and bought your own flight school here, rather than run the risk of taking lessons somewhere else. And he knew a couple of big shots were coming in to oversee the final stages of everything. That’s you. I’ve already taken out the rest of your teams. You fellas are the last.”
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