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Chapter 1


Johnson Jonas accepted a titanium driver and eyeballed the shaft, then addressed the tee, took his stance and scrutinized the length of the fairway a yard at a time. He examined the sand traps and the trickle of a creek that lurked in the rough, and studied the green for blemishes. Not a blade of grass was out of place.


Jonas allowed his face to feel the speed of the breeze. The wind was from the northeast, gentle. Not that he enjoyed the breeze—it was a factor working against him. He judged it was not much of a factor so long as he timed his strokes carefully during the frequent doldrums.


Johnson Jonas rehearsed his swing on an imaginary ball, mentally walking himself through perfect posture and controlled movement He made a practice swing, judged it to be satisfactory, then addressed his actual ball.


It was a custom-made ball. The per-ball price was exorbitant by some standards, but Johnson Jonas wouldn’t sacrifice even one iota of performance to substandard equipment.


He knew perfectly well that the most expensive golf clubs and golf balls wouldn’t make a good golfer out of a poor golfer. But he also knew that a less-than-perfect club would hit with imperfect precision. He knew that a golf ball without precise balance could drift off course, and even a fraction of deviance could grow to a big slice over a hundred yards. He refused to allow shoddy equipment to affect his playing. Jonas was a man who liked to control his environment. By equipping himself with only the best tools—be they clubs, balls, lawyers, market analysts or wives—he increased his likelihood of success in life. Life, to Jonas, meant business, and all the accoutrements that made a man successful in business.


Only once in a great while did he take the time to be by himself long enough to relax. He relaxed on the golf course—but there was no reason not to make the most effective use of his time even then. So he used his relaxation time to sharpen his skills. Since business was conducted on the golf course frequently, one must be good enough to win—or good enough to take a dive without looking as if you were losing deliberately.


Something smelled bad, forcing Jonas to step away from the ball. He wrinkled his nose at the sky and traced the direction of the smell. It was surprising that he smelled anything at all. The Connecticut Heights Country Club went to great lengths to keep out anything foul-smelling.


Good God. Droppings, right on the green.


“Phone,” he demanded.


His phone landed in his hand.


“Wayne.”


The phone dialed Wayne Baum, director of the club.


“Good morning, Mr. Jonas.”


“Not so good. You’ve got droppings on the greens.”


“Animal droppings?” Baum asked.


“I certainly hope they’re not human.”


Jonas thrust away the phone and waited impatiently for the arrival of the groundskeeping staff. Jeremy Doleenz arrived on the scene in minutes and didn’t get out a “good morning” before he was directed to the offending droppings.


“Deer, I imagine,” Doleenz concluded after cocooning the mess in several layers of plastic wrap and tucking it away, then spritzing the sod with odor neutralizer. “Can’t keep them out, what with the public land and all.”


Groundskeeper Doleenz went away.


“Phone!” Jonas snapped.


Nothing.


“Phone,” he said in a more reasonable tone of voice.


The phone emerged. Jonas irritably told it to call the office. Then he controlled his voice and told it again. It complied.


“Give me Avino,” he said to whatever human or machine answered.


“Paul Avino.”


“I want this problem with the country club to go away.”


“Which problem, sir?”


“The public-lands problem. We’ve got animals shitting all over the place because we can’t put up a fence because we’ve got a few acres of public land in the middle of the rough on the fourteenth hole. What are you going to do about it?”


“Retain a lawyer who specializes in property law?” Avino suggested. “My expertise is corporate finance.”


“Whatever. Just get it handled. While you’re at it, what’s with the field trippers? There must be a hundred old grandmas and grandpas on my golf course this morning. They’re not even members, but we had to let them come and see our course.”


“I don’t know anything about it, sir.”


“Connecticut Heights Convalescence Home, they call it.”


“Oh. My mother is there. It’s for the elderly and infirm. I guess this is their monthly outing.”


“I see,” Jonas snarled. “And is your mother a member of the Connecticut Heights Country Club?”


“No, sir.”


“Then why is she here?”


“Another concession to public-use lands, I imagine.”


“More reason to take care of the public-use-lands problem, I think you’ll agree.”


“Yes, sir.”


Jonas flipped off the phone and pushed it away. “Take it,” Jonas snapped needlessly.


“Yes, sir.”


Jonas was startled by the sound of a human voice. “Who’re you?”


“Your caddy, sir.”


Jonas cocked his head and slit his eyes. “You are a stinking liar.”


“No, sir, I’m really your caddy.”


“That is my caddy!” Jonas thrust his hand at the Caddy-Droid X9000. It was as big as a lawn tractor and steered itself around the course using a global positioning system, a digital map of the course geography and proximity sensors to keep it from hitting a human or landscape feature. Slots in the droid were powered by small pneumatic fingers to accept and deliver various items such as golf clubs, balls, cell phone, beverages and cigars. Every bit of it was voice-activated.


“It’s not working properly, sir. Remember, I was sent along this morning to attend to it?”


Jonas now recalled all of this. He had been particularly annoyed that the C-Droid was creating trouble again. For a quarter million bucks, the thing should be perfect. But it dropped items, especially cell phones. Sometimes commercial air traffic messed up its guidance and it wandered into the sand.


“Fine. Whatever. Keep your mouth shut.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I said, keep your mouth shut.”


The human caddy—actually, he was just a mobile mechanic—nodded.


Finally, after what seemed like hours of delay, Jonas prepared to hit the ball. He pulled back on the wood—and froze at the apex of the swing when something growled at him from the rough.


“Oh, now what?” He spotted something looking at him from the low vegetation.


It was a dog.


“Oh, that’s beautiful. We don’t have deer, we have a damn stray roaming around the place.”


Another head appeared in the rough. And another.


“It’s a pack,” Jonas said.


The pack growled. They trotted out of the rough and formed a tight circle around Johnson Jonas. Powerful-looking creatures, with dense white and brown and black coats. They had brilliant dark brown eyes, and Jonas thought he could actually see the muscles flex around their jaws. Whatever breed they were, they were all the same. Even the markings looked similar, as if they came from the same lineage. They were sniffing the air around Johnson Jonas, and low growls rumbled deep in their chests.


“One of those show-dog kennels left its damn gate open and the inventory got out,” he announced. He didn’t feel as brave as he sounded.


“Phone!”


Nothing happened.


“Phone,” he said, trying to modulate for the speech-recognition system.


The phone emerged from its storage cell on the Caddy-Droid X9000 and extended to Jonas on aluminum fingers. Jonas would have to reach over the dogs to take it.


“You!” Jonas snapped. “Call for help.”


The scared-looking human driver wasn’t as stupid as he looked. He slithered out of the driver’s seat of the Caddie-Droid and onto the roof, a protective canopy of hard plastic, then reached down to take the cell phone. He opened it and poked the buttons, then held it up to Jonas, shaking his head wildly.


“What the hell’s the matter with you?”


The driver shook his head and pointed at the phone. “You a goddamn mime?”


“You told me not to speak, sir.”


“What are you talking about? Don’t answer that. Just call for help.”


“The phone won’t work.”


“’Course not. It’s my phone. I don’t want other people using it. Hold it up.”


The driver held out the phone and Jonas shouted, “Phone Wayne!” The phone remained lifeless. “Phone Wayne. Wayne. Wayne! Wayne.”


The dogs were distracted by the strange modulation of his voice as he tried to communicate with the phone, but their distraction didn’t last and they were growling again.


“Toss it to me,” Jonas said.


The driver gave it a neat, underhand toss and the cell phone sailed three feet over the tips of Jonas’s fingers.


“Idiot! Miserable fucking idiot! You don’t know how to throw a damn cell phone?” Jonas helplessly watched it bounce on the green a few feet away, still open and awaiting his orders.


The shouting agitated the dogs. The growls became snarling and barking.


“Okay, it’s all okay,” Jonas said, calming his voice and lowering his hands, but the dogs couldn’t be appeased. They tightened the circle, then lunged at his legs. Two of the brutes got a good, strong grip and crushed the flesh of his ankles. Their jaws were more powerful than they even looked.


Jonas collapsed. He kicked, but then the other dogs clamped down on his feet. Another animal set its jaws into Jonas’s neck. A pair of mutts ripped through his trousers and tore into the flesh of his upper thigh.


Jonas made a horrid sound, a suffering, dying-animal sound.


The display on his phone came to life, but no one saw the message that said “Dialing Mom.” It rang and someone picked up on the other end.


“Hello, dear. Johnson? Are you there?”


Only the dogs heard old Mrs. Jonas on the phone, and they didn’t care.


Johnson Jonas himself was going through catastrophic shutdown of bodily functions. His eyes fixed oh the empty sky and his breath came out in a long, ugly rattle.


The Caddie-Droid seemed to think that meant something and handed the corpse a sandwedge.


The human caddy was already gone, legs pumping him up and down the rolling hillocks alongside the green. He felt as if he were riding a roller coaster. He craned his neck over his shoulder, expecting to see the dogs closing in on him, but they weren’t there.


He should have been looking where he was going. He ran into a hillock and tripped on his face. His nose gushed blood and he did a pushup that brought him back to his feet and running again. He was sure the delay gave the dogs time to catch up to him, but he didn’t dare look back again. He had to get to the safety of the golf center.


When he topped the next rise, he saw that the golf center was not a safe place to be after all.


There were more dogs. Many more dogs, sturdy white and brown and black beasts—and they were slaughtering the visitors from the Connecticut Heights Convalescence Home. Picnickers, day-trippers, as well as serious golfers, were being attacked everywhere the caddy looked.


A group of bridge players was being torn to pieces on the red-and-white-checked tablecloth they had spread under a big, leafy tree. Their pitcher of lemonade spilled and mixed with their flowing blood.


A trio of severe women with the look of just-retired schoolmarms had been laid out on the first tee, and two of them were having their flesh torn open. Wayne Baum, the club director, was making a valiant attempt at running away, but he was brought down by a pair of animals that growled at him, nuzzled him, then tore into his soft tissues savagely.


Somewhere deep inside his mind the caddy noticed that some were being slaughtered while others were ignored. There seemed to be some deliberation to the selection. But he didn’t really think of this until later on. Right now all he was worried about was saving his own skin.


It wasn’t as if there was anyone he could help here. There were more dogs than there were people. He wasn’t about to start trying to drive them off. The caddy looked for a way out. The first tee, the patio cocktail bar and the landscaped grounds were all turned to killing fields. For a moment he entertained the idea of making a mad dash through the slaughter and getting inside the building, then he saw more dogs on the inside. Behind the glass of the French doors were frantic movements of human beings being slaughtered in the formal lounge.


The caddy could only go back the way he had come—across the course. Back he went, running fast, veering away from the pack of dogs that had attacked Mr. Jonas. He couldn’t avoid them, though, and they came into view and closed in on the caddy. Effortlessly, they loped along with him.


With their alert faces and perked ears, they didn’t look like savage animals. If the caddy met one of them on the street he might have tried to make friends with it. They actually looked like sociable creatures. They encircled him, and when he ran faster, they simply trotted along. One of them came close and gave him a big sniff. The caddy didn’t know what to do. Should he push the thing away, or let it do what it wanted? The animal came in front of him and put on the brakes. The caddy got the message and stopped running. The dog held him there with threatening snarls.


The other dogs closed in and sniffed at him. It wasn’t a hungry sniff, just an attentive sniff, as if the caddy had been rolling around in something interesting. For the first time, the driver noticed the leather collars around the necks of all the dogs. The collars all matched and were affixed with irregular shapes, black or metallic. Why in the world, the caddy wondered briefly, would a pack of strays all wear the same, expensive-looking collars?


Then, an even more surprising thing happened.


The dogs stopped sniffing the caddy and trotted away without giving him a backward glance.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he didn’t see a need for karate lessons.


“Are you satisfied with the man you are now?” the dojo owner asked.


“Sure,” Remo said. “Why not?”


Dojo owner, Xavier Force, arched his eyebrows and made a sad sort of a smile. “I’ll tell you why not, Remo. You’re a mess. You’re out of shape, your posture is poor and your skin is sallow. You do not demonstrate self-confidence, my friend. I can help you gain back your confidence—and reclaim your manhood.”


“In karate class?”


“Yes. What you need to understand is that karate is much more than just fighting skills. Karate is a way of looking at the world. It’s a way of living. It will give you back the spark that is missing from your life. Don’t you want that?”


Remo scratched his chin. “I feel okay the way I am.”


“I got news for you,” X. Force said. “You’re not okay. You’re tepid. You’re passive, buddy.”


Remo said, “No, I’m not, really. In my company, you have to be aggressive to be the biggest order-taker in the East Coast district. They call me Ram-Rod Remo.”


“To your face. But what do they call you behind your back?” X. Force asked.


Remo shifted in his seat across the dojo owner’s desk. “Well, once, one of the other regional guys said I was spineless.”


“Yes?” X. Force nodded.


“I broke his legs.”


“Oh, really?”


Remo shifted again, as if making an embarrassing confession. “Yeah. Really.”


“I don’t believe you.”


“I didn’t mean to. I got a little carried away.”


“With what? A sledgehammer?”


“No. Just my hands.”


The dojo owner made an unpleasant sound, like air leaking out of the tight, spitty orifice of a rubber balloon.


“You don’t believe me?” Remo asked.


“No way, Jose.”


“It’s Remo. Now, I was telling you about one hundred percent silk Koh-Mo-Nos, the newest trend in martial-arts wear.”


“Remo, why in the world do you think I’d want to buy these ugly ass robes for my students? From the guy who doesn’t even practice martial arts.”


“Oh, I do practice martial arts, just not karate,” Remo said. “How do you think I broke that guy’s legs? The guy was a tae kwon do black belt.”


“So, you’re trying to tell me that you practice some other kind of martial arts, and you use these robes, and now you want me to buy them, too.”


“They’re the biggest new trend in martial-arts wear.”


“You said that already.”


“Sorry.”


“You sure don’t have much of a sales pitch,” the dojo owner continued. “In fact, I think you are full of shit. I don’t think you are even a martial-arts-uniform company salesmen at all. In fact, I have never heard of the Koh-Mo-Nos company. I haven’t heard about a new trend in martial-arts wear. In fact, I have never seen anything so ugly in my life.”


He grabbed the wad of silk off his desk and held it up as if it were very dirty laundry. It was a silk robe in a mishmash of colors. There were lavenders and earth browns. There were honey maple and gleaming oranges. It all clashed


“Okay,” Remo said. “Sorry to waste your time.” He stood up, with his cardboard box of Koh-Mo-Nos under one arm, and caught the sample robe that dojo owner X. Force flung at him.


At the door of the small dojo office, Remo stopped and seemed to have something more to say. X. Force looked up from some correspondence and said, “What now?”


“I bet that you would take my Koh-Mo-Nos a little more seriously if you took me, personally, more seriously,” Remo said.


“Yeah? You got that right.”


“Well, how about a demonstration?”


“Dude, be careful what you ask for. Are you challenging me?”


“If you’re not too busy.”


“You have got to be kidding,” X. Force said. He shook his head at the papers on his desk. “Okay. You know what? I never turn down a combat challenge. Not because I’m full of myself, you understand. It’s my reputation. I got this school, and I can’t afford to ever give anybody the idea that I might be a coward, or it would affect my enrollment. I really don’t wanna fight you, Remo. I really don’t want to wipe your ass all over the floor of my dojo. But now I’m going to. This is just my way of apologizing in advance.”


“Oh,” Remo said. “Okay. Thank you for being upfront.”


X. Force stomped out into the one large room that made up the classroom of the X. Force Karate Academy. It was wall-to-wall mats. X. Force stepped out of his sneakers and turned on Remo.


“Okay, let’s do this.”


Remo shifted from foot to foot. His eyes flitted over the gathering of teenagers in brown belts being led through their warm-up routines.


“With a class in session? With them watching?”


“This dojo is busy morning, noon and night. There ain’t no time to do it when there ain’t nobody watching. You want this competition, it is going to be a real competition and it’s going to be now. Put up or shut up.”


“Hey, I have no problem with that,” Remo said. “But I do want to put on my one hundred percent silk Koh-Mo-No first.”


“Fine. Just do it.”


Remo ducked into the changing room and emerged wearing a long tea-green and banana-yellow Koh-Mo-No. He twisted his hands, and for the first time X. Force noticed the man had extraordinarily thick wrists.


“I don’t know if that thing is fair in a fight,” X. Force said. “It’s the strangest damn getup I’ve ever seen. I may be laughing too hard to defend myself.”


But Remo stepped forward and adopted some sort of a readiness stance. X. Force had never seen anything quite like it. But he put up his fists and prepared to engage his competitor.


The brown-belt class came to a halt and the students moved in to watch. They spread out along the edges of the mats, giving Remo and X. Force room to engage. X. Force bounced on his feet, moved in close and delivered a pair of strikes to the head of the Koh-Mo-No robe salesmen. It was a lightning-fast attack that never quite seemed to connect X. Force couldn’t breathe suddenly, and he wondered why. He wondered why he was looking at his own ceiling. He came to his senses, only to discover he was stretched out on his back with the wind knocked out of him.


He rose to his feet, arms held up in a defensive position. He bounced on the balls of his feet and glared at Remo. The brown belts were hissing among themselves. The instructor of the brown-belt class was wide-eyed with alarm.


“You okay?” Remo asked. “Sorry about that.”


“You’re faster than I gave you credit for,” X. Force said. “I guess I ought to really have put some effort into this fight.”


And with that, X. Force moved in tight on Remo the Koh-Mo-No salesman. He delivered a blow to his stomach and a kick with the bottom of his own bare foot. He sensed rather than saw Remo evading the gut-crunching blow, and X. Force compensated the strike zone with well-honed reflexes. Still, he couldn’t zero in on his target—Remo had vanished.


When the momentum of the strike was dissipated Remo reappeared, delivering an up-front and personal body blow that happened so fast that the karate instructor couldn’t even see the technique. X. Force felt himself going in circles, then he toppled onto his back on the mat. Again.


He tried to spring back to his feet, but his feet wouldn’t work. It took him a full minute to get some sort of control over his body—and it was the longest, most humiliating minute of his life.


The brown-belt class made sounds of enthusiastic awe.


“What was that?” X. Force barked. “That was no karate move, friend.”


“Oh, sorry, I don’t know karate. I told you that I know this other sort of martial art. It’s kind of better than karate.”


“Wow, you’re not kidding,” said a teenage punk with a buzz top. “Did you see Sensei X. go in circles like that?”


“Did you see him go down like that?” added one of his classmates.


“What is your martial art called?” the buzz-cut brown-belt demanded.


“Uh, well, I’m kind of glad you asked. It’s an old school of fighting that has never been seen in this country before.”


“How come you know it, then?” Buzz Cut asked.


“My sensei immigrated to the U.S. He taught me everything I know.”


X. Force came off the mat and lashed out at Remo when Remo was turned away. This was a dishonorable attack. It was not proper karate. The blow was also too vicious to be called strictly sportsmanlike—it was meant to injure him, maybe badly. One flat, hard hand speared into Remo’s throat, while the palm of the other hand thrust into Remo’s upper lip.


But neither blow connected and X. Force’s forward momentum wasn’t checked before someone grabbed his arm and used it for leverage. X. Force found himself the unwilling participant in a pirouette. He tried to plant his feet on the ground, but he was nudged in the shoulder, and the rotating continued. He spun around three times, four times, five times, and he let his body go limp, hoping he would simply collapse in a heap. A heap was slightly less humiliating than a spin. There were shouts of excitement from the young brown belts, and they weren’t encouraging their beloved sensei. The kids were into the show-off named Remo.


X. Force stopped with such force it was like hitting a wall, and X. Force’s inner ear simply stopped trying to cope. He wobbled, his eyes rolled to the side and he flopped onto the mat with his head rolling from side to side as if he were seriously drunk.


There was a surge of cheering and gasps of amazement and juvenile utterances of appreciation.


“That was the coolest thing I have ever seen.”


“Whoa!”


“Wow!”


“Oh man!”


“Dude, you have got to teach us how to do that!”


“But what is it? Come on, man, tell us.”


Remo seemed to be thinking it over. Then he said in a low voice, “Who knows t’ai shou jiao ch’uan?”


“Tie Shoe Joe Chin?”


“Good. It means Ultimate Fast Wrestling Fist, and like I said, it’s been sort of a private fraternity up until now. It’s been practiced in a secret monastery in China since it was invented in the 1920s, but the monks finally got fed up with all the other martial arts getting all the glory. Obviously, they’ve got the best martial art of all. Some of these monks came to the U.S. to recruit students, which is what I am. Now we’re going around spreading the word. Now that you’ve seen the demonstration, I hope you’ll be interested in learning about it.”


The buzz-cut kid had a head that looked like it was flattened during birth but never popped back into shape. His brains worked, however. “You trying to sell something? You want us to join a different dojo?”


“Not at all,” Remo said, holding his hands up in a sincere-looking oath-taking salute. “This is the only dojo in the city that’s authorized to teach t’ai shou jiao ch’uan.”


“It is?” asked Buzz Cut.


“It is?” X. Force groaned.


“Why do you think Sensei Xavier let me toss his ass around the place?”


“I did?”


“He’s one of the first martial arts professionals in this country to get trained in t’ai shou jiao ch’uan.” Remo turned and brought the bruised-looking X. Force to his feet. Hidden from other eyes, he displayed a pamphlet entitled T’ai Shou Jiao Ch’uan: Secrets of the Ultimate Martial Art. Remo winked and tucked it into the front of X. Force’s robe. X. Force blearily nodded.


“Really, Sensei X?” Buzz Cut asked.


“Really,” X. Force agreed.


“You saw what it can do,” Remo said. “You wanna kick ass—you study karate. You want to really kick serious ass, then you study the way of the Ultimate Fast Wrestling Fist. Up to you. But I have to tell you, not many people get the chance to be a martial-arts pioneer.”


The kids were vibrating with excitement.


“Can we join up, Sensei X?”


“When are you starting classes, Sensei X?”


“Wait,” the buzz-cut kid said. “What about the gi?”


Remo looked down at his robe. “Wearing a Koh-Mo-No is a part of being a t’ai shou jiao ch’uan student.”


“It looks really fruity. Do we have to wear it?”


“Yeah,” Remo said. “Only, you know what? If you ever see a guy wearing one of these things, and you tell him it’s fruity, you’re as good as dead. Because the guys who wear these things know how to do what I just did.”


“How do we get ’em?”


“You said they were fruity.”


“They are fruity, but it’s worth it to learn to tie shoe.”


“Wait a second,” Buzz Cut said loudly, and the tide of the excitement halted. “How much?”


“Free with your t’ai shou jiao ch’uan tuition,” Remo said.


The buzz-cut wedge-head kid made a grunt of delight. “Where do I sign, man?”


Remo left X. Force’s academy feeling better than he had in weeks. For once, everything was working out for him. His little scheme was working out better than he ever imagined.


For months he had been burdened with truckloads of Koh-Mo-Nos—silk robes in a bizarre assortment of incompatible earth tones and pastels. Going into business selling the things was not his idea. He hadn’t even been consulted. Still, he had an obligation to get them in the hands of the American people.


But even Americans had enough taste to see the Koh-Mo-No as an ugly hybrid of uncomplimentary styles. The only retail success had come from selling them to homemakers for disassembling and reuse as slipcovers for throw pillows and end tables. That didn’t help. The Koh-Mo-Nos had to be worn. That was their purpose.


Finally, Remo found a way to make it happen. It started a few weeks before, when he was stopped at a red light, with a bunch of kids crossing to a grammar school. One of the kids was in a white robe and a black belt.


“Hey, what’s with the outfit?” Remo asked him. “It’s a gi. I take karate. You got a problem with that?”


“I just didn’t know you could wear them to school.”


“My gi is a badge of pride,” the kid announced defiantly. “Besides, if some fat-ass jock faggot gets to wear his football jersey to school, I should be able to wear my gi. Right? I said, am I right?”


Another kid crossing the street was a hulk of an eighth-grader in a football jersey, who was quick to speak up. “Yeah, right, of course, Tony. No argument from me.” The big hulk hurried away.


The black-belt kid grinned and gave Remo a thumbs-up.


A minute later, he spotted another kid in a gi, and then another.


One gi was a novelty. Three gi were a trend.


Remo found a bookstore. It did have some books. They were in a narrow space behind the coffee shop, beyond the wall of displays for music and video. With the help of the attendant at the information desk, he even located a few books on martial arts. He bought What You Need to Know to Succeed at Tae Kwon Do and The Way of the Happy Sun Fist Warrior—The Wise Path to Enlightenment Using the World’s Most Effective Martial Arts Practices.


He took them to the Kinkie Kopies and slapped them on the counter. The clerk was startled when he took his brand-new books out of the bookstore shopping bag and began ripping their pages out.


“I need some books printed. Take this stuff, put it together like it’s all from the same book. Name it Mysterious Secrets of the Ultimate Martial Art or something like that.”


“This is copyrighted material,” the clerk said. “I can’t copy it.”


Remo said. “Oh. I’m not going to sell it or anything. Just give it away.”


“It’s still illegal. You need public-domain material.”


“Ah, crap. Where do you get that kind of stuff?”


“Well, you could research old books with expired copyrights.” The clerk was a young, full-bodied, bright-looking woman. Her nametag said she was Daphne.


“Sounds like a lot of work,” Remo complained.


“Web sites might have the material in electronic format already.”


“Me and computers don’t get along.”


“I could do the research for you and just charge you by the hour.”


“Great, Daphne,” Remo said. “How long would it take?”


“Depends on what you want and how easily I find the material.”


Remo nodded. “I’m not picky. I just need a martial-arts manual of some kind. It’s got to look sort of real. Then I’ll want some copies.”


“Ten? Ten thousand?”


“Are those my only choices?”


“You can get as many or as few as you want, but the bigger the quantity, the less it costs per copy.”


Costs were not something Remo worried about. He was, theoretically, rich as Midas. “Let’s go with ten thousand copies. Can I pick it up tomorrow?”


Daphne was alarmed. “I was going to suggest a couple of weeks.”


“But can I pick it up tomorrow?”


“To rush it through, it will cost more. And I’ll have to pull an all-nighter putting the content together. I don’t even know what you want to include.”


“Daphne, I trust you implicitly. You have total creative freedom.” Remo handed her a credit card. She began adding up charges and bit her lip when she handed him the charge slip, printed with an outrageous total. He signed it without looking and pulled out his sack of Koh-Mo-Nos. “Here’s the real trick. Can you make it look like the people in the pictures are wearing these things?”


Daphne didn’t know quite what to make of the odd colors, but she was enjoying the feel of the silk as she rubbed it between her fingers. “I’ll use Photo Shop to work them in. Can I call you if I have questions?” Daphne asked, sliding the credit card to him.


“No questions. Just do it. Keep this in case you need it.” He slid the credit card to her again. “And these.” He dropped the sack of Koh-Mo-Nos on her counter.


“Fill this out please,” she said, and handed him a client contact form.


Remo twisted his neck to read the last name on his credit card, then wrote Remo Suavay on the info form. Under Address he penned in the word “hotel.”


“Which hotel?” Daphne asked, tucking her lip under her teeth again. It was a cute habit, and Daphne was a cute Kinkie Kopies clerk, but Remo had other things on his mind at the moment. He dodged the hotel question, even when Daphne insisted that it was company policy that all clients provide their address and marital status.


“Why would you care about my marital status?” Remo asked.


“To be honest, I don’t care one way or another,” cute Daphne said, leaning over the counter in such a way that strained the integrity of her blouse buttons.


“Well, I’m married,” Remo lied.


“Will she be there later tonight? I might need to come over and consult with you about your pamphlet design.”


“I told you, I trust your decisions. No consultation needed. Besides, what do I know about martial arts?”


Daphne was still trying to wheedle the name of his hotel out of him as Remo backed out the door, promising to return the following day.


The truth was, he was tempted to accept Daphne’s bold come-on, but he was in a big hurry to get his pamphlets. The Koh-Mo-No monkey had been perched on his back for months, and he was eager to see if his crazy scheme worked for him. Daphne didn’t have time to dally if she was going to have his instruction manual done tomorrow.


Turning down an eager young Kinkie clerk was easier than it looked. Remo Williams got bold come-ons from women all the time. It was a side effect of his training.


Interestingly, his training was in martial arts—and he really did know the mysterious secrets of the ultimate martial art. The ultimate martial art was Sinanju, and Remo was a Master of Sinanju.


Compared to Sinanju, other martial arts were slap-fights. It had been born in the village that was also called Sinanju, where the fishing was poor and the people seemed to have no agricultural skills besides fishing. This was as true today as it was thousands of years ago, when the village was founded and the people found for the first time that they did not have enough to eat.


Desperate for a way to get food into the hungry mouths of their starving children, the Sinanju men began to hire themselves out as assassins. Killing other human beings they could do.


And they were good at it.


Their skills improved, and new skills, according to the legends, were bestowed on the Sinanju assassins by the gods themselves. The tradition developed until there was just one assassin from the village at any given time. This Master of Sinanju was the absolute ruler of the village and controller of the income that came from his employment—and that income expanded as the reputation of the Sinanju Masters spread around the world. The Masters could now command fees that only kings could pay, and it became their custom to accept employment only from the rulers of nations.


The knowledge of the Masters was jealously guarded. A Sinanju Master had capabilities that no other humans had—even if they were simply extensions of normal human abilities. A Sinanju Master could see a weapon flying at him and then could move himself fast enough to dodge it—a slung rock, an arrow shaft or a bullet, it made no difference. A Master could sense the pressure threshold of the surface of a pond and adjust his stride so perfectly that he would seem to be walking on water.


A Sinanju Master controlled his body, producing heat or conserving it like no one else could. This made it possible for him to stay comfortable in freezing temperatures or desert heat.


There was more—great skills and strange, side effects. One side effect was the odd attraction that a Sinanju Master inspired in the opposite sex. It had to do with pheromones or fluctuating neurons or something. Remo didn’t understand it, and he was always striving to control it. And he could control it, when he really tried. The problem was, he had to keep working at it, every day, or the aromatic neurons sprang to life again and he started getting hit on by Kinkie Kopies clerks.


He was tired of the unwanted attention. It was pretty easy to say no, especially when there was an end in sight to the Koh-Mo-No fiasco.


Twenty-four hours later and the pamphlets were ready as promised. Daphne had a copy for him to examine on the counter. She was wearing a Koh-Mo-No—pumpkin-orange and lime-green. Daphne was not a skinny girl, and she wore a Koh-Mo-No that was several sizes too small. When she leaned over from the other side of the counter, the pamphlet disappeared beneath her cute, mostly exposed bosom.


“You’re supposed to wear something underneath those, you know,” Remo pointed out.


“Does this meet with your approval?” She nodded down at her front. She might have been referring to the brochure, except the brochure was buried under Daphne’s décolletage.


“Yes, very nice,” Remo said politely.


“Well, how do you know when you haven’t seen it all, silly! Here, I’ll show you.” Daphne teasingly withdrew the Koh-Mo-No belt, but Remo snatched the brochure out from under her like a magician yanking a tablecloth from beneath a couple of overfilled punch bowls.


“Daphne, this is great.” Remo had the brochure just inches from his face, so there would be no doubt what it was he was praising. “Where’d you come up with this name, t’ai shou jiao ch’uan? I love it. And you have Koh-Mo-Nos in every picture. Wonderful. What’s this?” He waved the page-four illustration of a man in a Koh-Mo-No spinning his opponent in a full circle, like he was spinning a top. “The Spin Strike of Disorientation?” Remo read happily.


“It’s the signature move of the t’ai shou jiao ch’uan warrior,” Daphne explained. “You send your opponent flying in a circle.”


“I can do that. Perfect.”


“When you spin strike somebody, it leaves them breathless and vulnerable.”


“You really have a lot to teach me about martial arts,” Remo said. “But time’s a-wastin’. Thanks so much.”


Daphne was frustrated beyond belief when Remo Williams departed with his boxes of brochures.


Remo Williams’s loss was Tom Burrows’s gain. When Burrows strolled into the shop to get his MBA thesis copied, he found himself face-to-face with a cute young clerk spilling out of a strange, silky robe and sexually frustrated to the point of madness. She didn’t even ask for his name before dragging him into the back room.


Meanwhile, Remo began visiting dojos up and down the East Coast, jump-starting the bold new martial art called Ultimate Fast Wrestling Fist.




Chapter 3


The Foreman was the best at what he did, and he did whatever needed doing.


He wasn’t a hit man precisely, although he had been the instrument of more murders than he bothered to count. He was really a jack-of-all-trades. Whatever you wanted done, no matter how illegal it was, the Foreman got it done. He was the ultimate amoral handyman.


His methods were unorthodox, especially in high-risk endeavors. Sometimes his progress was slow. Often he would approach a specific task from one angle, perform much planning and allocating of resources, then abandon the plan without warning. For no good reason, other than to explain that he had discovered inherent risks in the plan, and another avenue of attack was needed. This made some of his prospective employers extremely suspicious—but there was no questioning his success rate. He would only do the job his way, but he always got the job done.


A couple of months back, Jackie Mack had called the Foreman a “fuggin’ flake.”


“They say he’s a flake but they say he gets the job done, no matter what kind of a job,” said his second-in-command.


Jack McIntyre glowered. “I know what they say. They say he’s not shy about spending money and then throwing it away when the job’s half done.”


“But he always finishes the job.”


“Aye. They say that, too.”


“He never gets caught.”


“Aye. But his people do. Sometimes.”


“But there’s no comebacks, Jackie,” said Jackie Mack’s second-in-command, touching him lightly on the nape of the neck.


“I know.”


“That’s what we need now, Jack. Somebody who will do the job right, t’hell with how much it costs us.”


Jackie Mack didn’t like the very idea of the Foreman. The man was too mysterious and strange, and it meant he had something to hide. The fingers stroking his neck were softening him up, and he jerked away angrily. “We can’t go throwing away so much cash.”


“We can’t afford not to, Jack.” Maureen McIntyre lowered her voice, although they were alone on the littered New York beach, where they sometimes came to discuss matters of grave security.


“Maur, listen, lass, he wants five hundred grand, plus expenses.”


“We have it.”


“It’s too much!”


“No amount is too much if it gives us the Tommy Johns district.” Maureen folded her arms defiantly, pressing up her bosom. The peasant blouse with the scooped collar was overfilled before—now the contents bulged out the top.


Jackie tried to keep his mind on the subject at hand. “It’s a waste of money. The Foreman’s a known dingbat.”


“And you’re known as a cheap-ass tightwad who won’t spend five bucks for a knife when there’s a rope ’round your throat.”
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