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Chapter 1


The woman was lost but tried to deny it, as if by withholding the information from herself she could somehow magically discover an exit from her private hell on Earth. She was a city girl and proud of it, dependent on street signs and landmarks to negotiate her way through daily life. The jungle that surrounded her seemed vast and alien.


She made a conscious effort to control the fear that stalked her like a silent predator. Panic would finish her, destroy whatever tiny, fragile hope she had of breaking free, saving herself. They might be after her by now, and if she didn’t keep her wits about her, she was dead—or something infinitely worse.


Her body ached from the abuse she had endured since being taken prisoner. Was it three days? A week? A lifetime? She had no idea what day it was, but dawn was approaching to mark another morning of captivity, another day and night of torment.


Only this time, when her jailers came for her, they would be in for a surprise. She knew that her impression of the jungle’s vastness was illusory. Her prison was an island—that much she was certain of—and not a huge one, from the way her captors spoke of it. An island meant the jungle was bounded by the sea on every side, and all she had to do was strike a course, stick to it, keep herself from wandering in circles to escape the brooding darkness of the trees.


And then what?


She had never been an athlete, even though she kept herself in decent shape, a trim size six, with just a bit more in the bust than most women her size. But on the best day that she ever had, it would have been impossible for her to swim an ocean. Going where? From where?


She didn’t have a compass and couldn’t have read it accurately if she had. Besides, direction was a useless concept when your world was ringed with fathomless green water, the depths teeming with predatory life.


Swimming was suicide, but she would risk it anyway before she let herself be dragged back to her cage and what was waiting for her.


A root or vine reached out to trip her, and she went down on all fours, unable to suppress a muffled yelp of pain. Her bruised, aching body protested the jolt, and now her palms were skinned, her knees raw, a small but nagging pain radiating from her ankle, where a splinter or a thorn had pierced her flesh.


It wasn’t the first time she had fallen since she fled her captors, and she had a feeling that it wouldn’t be the last. Each time she fell, she hesitated, braced on hands and knees or sprawled on the forest floor, listening for sounds of pursuit, anything that would tell her the men were behind her, drawing closer, perhaps homing in on the sound of her fall.


Perhaps there was a way that she could make them kill her, if they cornered her and she resisted to the point that taking her alive was too much effort. That was a hope she could cling to, as a last resort, but she preferred to think of the slim chance of escape that remained.


At the moment she was taken, she had logically assumed that ransom was the goal of her abductors. Why they had not spared her husband was a mystery that haunted her, the image of his violent ending branded on her soul, but she supposed men were more difficult to manage. And they offered less amusement to their captors while they waited for the final payoff.


Scrambling to her feet, the woman started moving once again, following what seemed to be the ghost of an old game trail, barely visible now, overgrown completely in spots.


It was impossible to say when she first smelled the ocean. When she stopped, she could hear the first faint sound of breakers crashing onto sand.


Armed with a new, improved sense of direction, the woman veered left, leaving the vestigial trail as it wound away through the trees—curving, she now saw, away from the sound of the ocean. If she had not paused then and there, at that precise moment, she might well have missed her goal entirely and continued on through the jungle until she was cornered or simply collapsed from exhaustion.


She emerged from the jungle and turned right, then began to move along the beach as quickly as her legs would carry her. She stayed close to the tree line, walking on sand to give her lacerated feet a rest, still close enough to cover that she could vanish in a heartbeat if she saw trackers in front of her or heard them behind her.


In the sunlight, growing brighter by the moment, she possessed a stronger, clearer sense of time. Her watch was long gone, with the other jewelry and cash aboard their yacht, and while she had no fixed idea of what time she had fled the camp, she knew it had to be coming up on 6:00 a.m. by now. Each moment with the sun above her multiplied her odds of being spotted, run to ground, but it was still her only chance, as slim as it might be.


The woman guessed she had been following the island’s coastline for an hour and a half, at least, before she struck the river. It was small, as rivers go—more of a creek, in fact—but it supplied fresh water, and she fell to hands and knees once more, burying her face in the sweet, cool current, splashing water over her hair and the back of her head with cut and bleeding hands. She drank deeply, unmindful of old movies she had seen, in which parched travelers were warned to sip a little at a time to ward off some calamity never specified. She filled her belly with the sweet, fresh water, taking it in place of food, to stop the growling in her stomach, feeling it revive her like a draft from the mythical Fountain of Youth.


And when she raised her dripping head, to shake it like a dog’s, she spotted the canoe.


It wasn’t native craftsmanship. If anything, in fact, it looked like something from an old Sears catalog that had been roughly used for years, perhaps for decades, and abandoned on the rough bank of this island creek. A paddle was lying in the old canoe, with scars around the blade, its handle satin smooth.


Stepping into the middle of the creek, surprised at the sudden chill of its water on her bare feet and legs, the woman dragged her only means of transportation into the gentle current. The creek was shallow, and she had to stoop painfully, pulling the old canoe along, but it was infinitely better than trying to carry the boat fifty yards to the sea.


Gentle breakers curled in toward the shore at the point where creek spilled into ocean, fresh and salt water mingling briefly before the former was lost. Without another backward glance to check for spotters, she plunged into the surf, dragging the canoe behind her until it was suddenly buoyant. The old canoe was thirty yards from shore when the woman finally succeeded in crawling over the gunwale and dropping inside, almost tipping the boat in the process. She shifted to prevent the paddle gouging her back, then reluctantly sat up and stared back at the island.


There was no one on the beach, no sign of movement in the shadows of the tree line. Could it be that she had managed to outwit her captors after all? It seemed impossible, but the woman was wasting no more precious time. Facing the sea, she lifted the paddle and began to dig in, remembering to shift her strokes from port to starboard to prevent the canoe from circling back toward the island.


Muscle cramps set in eventually, and she was forced to stop paddling, almost collapsing where she sat, pain-racked and sobbing. Even then, the ocean carried her beyond sight of the island, and no ships came after her to drag her back or sink her, let her drown.


By slow degrees her strength returned, and the agonizing cramps began to fade. Now thirst and hunger took their turn, but there was nothing she could do except force her mind to concentrate on escape, find a new rhythm with the paddle, hold exhaustion at bay by the sheer force of her will.


At some point in the endless afternoon, she slumped against the gunwale, briefly losing consciousness, revived when water slapped her in the face. She roused herself, tongue thick enough to nearly fill the dry cave of her mouth, and reaching for the paddle, found that it was gone. She had to have dropped it overboard when she passed out. With no means of propelling the canoe, she was completely at the ocean’s mercy, as she had been in the hands of her abductors.


No, that wasn’t right. The sea would kill her, certainly, and it would not be gentle in the process, but at least it wouldn’t rape her, make her a slave to filthy strangers who could use her at their will because they had the knives, the guns, the power.


As she drifted on the ocean, the woman drifted in and out of consciousness, with frequent detours into stark delirium. The sun went down, replaced by an impressive moon, and she was still alive somehow, although not certain she was sane.


In time, the sun came up and started baking her again, leaching the final, precious moisture from her body, leaving her a blistered shell.


The sharks turned up that afternoon, following the canoe for miles, rubbing their flat snouts and rough hides against the drab metal hull, rocking the woman in her cradle, barely conscious of the changing rhythm. One great fish turned on its side and raked the canoe’s flank with its teeth before giving up, deciding there was no food there. Reluctantly, the killers turned away and left her, moving on to more productive hunting grounds.


Too late, the woman rose from her delirium and found the sea around her flat, apparently devoid of life. She would have welcomed dorsal fins at that point, any promise of relief, but as it was, the sea would have to do.


She dragged herself across the gunwale, somehow managed to avoid capsizing the canoe. The water swallowed her, then spit her out again, the buoyancy of her slim body dragging her back to the surface. She was floating on her back, the sun bright in her eyes, and tried rolling over, the better to drown, but the sea had a mind of its own, rejecting her sacrifice, tossing her onto her back and forcing her to breathe again.


She started weeping, tearless, since her body had no moisture left to spare. She didn’t see the cabin cruiser coming, barely registered the throbbing of its engine, the churning of its screws in the water. A part of her mind acknowledged the shadow that fell across her face, but she had found the secret weakness of her adversary now, and she was sinking, expelling the breath from her lungs to prevent herself from floating, ready to suck in the water she needed to carry her down.


A sudden pain almost revived her, lancing into the flesh and muscle of her armpit, and she struggled as some unknown force again brought her back to the surface. Her flailing arm met something like a strand of a spiderweb, the contact sending a fresh jolt of pain through her flesh.


Above her, miles away it seemed, she heard a gruff voice whooping. They had found her after all, but she took refuge in the thought that she would surely die before they had a chance to take her back, make her their slave again.


“Hot damn!” the voice above her crowed. “Come look at this, Joe Bob! I done caught me a mermaid!”




Chapter 2


His name was Remo, and he didn’t play well with others. He especially didn’t like mixing with amateurs—and to him, everybody was an amateur, except for this one old grumpy guy he knew.


That wasn’t strictly fair, of course. The U.S. Navy SEALs were specialists, presumably the world’s best at the job they had been trained to do. But they were a long way from the ocean, several hundred miles in fact. The New Mexico desert seemed a world away from the SEALs’ normal operating environment.


The decrepit ghost town—once a thriving population center in the days when silver virtually streamed out of the nearby Sacramento Mountains into greedy, waiting hands—had been refurbished somewhat for its modern role, but no one would mistake it for a seaport. Situated in the northeast corner of the Fort Bliss Military Reservation, it was used for special training exercises when a desert setting was required. Away to the northwest, some eighty miles, stood Roswell, Mecca to the tired old UFO believers who were still convinced the truth was out there, hidden by a shifting veil of desert sand and the fluid denials of the Federal Department of Obfuscation.


The SEALs were not, in fact, restricted to naval operations, even though their roots lay in the old UDTs—underwater demolition teams—that had cleared invasion beaches for the Army and Marines in World War II. Today the Navy SEALs were scuba divers, paratroopers, all-around commandos who derived their name from their sea-air-land proficiency in combat.


Hence the desert, which had been selected as a likeness of the Middle East, North Africa—wherever Allah’s warriors waged jihad against the West, assassinating diplomats and tourists, snatching hostages. The call could come at any time, and they had to be prepared for anything.


Which still didn’t explain how Remo happened to be standing in the dusty foyer of the ghost town’s three-story hotel.


Remo blamed it on Dr. Harold W. Smith, director of CURE, the supersecret government intelligence agency. Or maybe the fault actually lay with Mark Howard, CURE’s assistant director. One of them had dropped a great big ball, and dropped it right on Remo’s head.


While the SEALs were practicing war, Remo Williams, Reigning Master of the world’s original martial art, Sinanju, and the greatest assassin currently living on the planet, was doing dog-catcher duty. The SEALs didn’t know that. They thought he was an observer and behind his back had labeled him a spook. They didn’t care as long as he didn’t screw up their playtime.


The game was rigged, of course. Both prey and hunters were restricted to a given area, with no real practice in the art of tracking over open ground. The ghost town, for its part, bore no resemblance to a Middle Eastern village, other than the fact that both included man-made structures baked by desert sun and cloaked in gritty dust. It would have been more helpful if the Navy SEALs were training for a trip backward in time—perhaps to face the Clayton gang at the O.K. Corral.


The sun was setting, casting purple shadows in the dusty street, bringing premature twilight to the hotel lobby where Remo stood, waiting and watching. It would take some time for the 115-degree temperature to drop out there, and even in the ancient, shady building it was hot. But at least it was a dry heat. Remo didn’t sweat. Partly because he wasn’t weighed down by the equipment load the poor SEALs were waddling around with. He was in khaki Chinos and a white T-shirt. His shoes were handstitched leather—he didn’t give two hoots about fashion or style, but he did like his shoes to last through the weekend. Remo had proved the quality of the Italians’ workmanship by putting their products through field-testing beyond the shoemakers’ wildest imaginings.


Remo was bored. He’d already scoured the ghost town and had found what he was looking for. Dog poop. Well, actually, wolf poop. Specifically, poop from a genetically mutated Canis lupus baileyi, or Mexican Gray Wolf.


The wolves themselves were nowhere to be found, and by all reports this pack was nocturnal. So he had to wait for darkness, when the pack might—just might—come sniffing around. Remo wanted to be there if it did.


He had a thing or two to discuss with this particular pack of mutant, nocturnal, man-eating canines. The war games couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time. Remo had asked Upstairs to cancel the games so that he could find his wolves, but Upstairs—which had the capability to wield such far-reaching powers in the military—said no.


Upstairs consisted of Dr. Smith the Really Old and Mark Howard the Young and Dopey. That was all there was to the CURE intelligence-gathering apparatus and bureaucracy. The mountains those two could move with a few keystrokes was impressive, but this time they weren’t giving in.


“It would be most difficult to come up with a rationale for canceling routine war games,” Dr. Smith had said. He had the sour voice of a man who had just chomped down on a lemon wedge.


“The pack’s gonna stay out if there’s a bunch of paramilitaries romping around,” Remo argued.


“So wait until the games are over,” Smith countered.


“No,” Remo said. “First of all, the wolves may still be migrating for all we know. We know where they are right now and I’m gonna grab them right now, before they move on. Second, if the wolves do show themselves, the SEALs are gonna go get their real guns and start shooting. Third, I don’t wanna.”


“You have no choice, really,” Smith said.


“Yeah. Put me inside.”


“What?”


“You know. An observer or something.”


“That’s not plausible,” Smith replied curtly. Remo sighed. He was at a phone booth at a convenience store in some small town in Arizona, already on his way to New Mexico. “Better to go in with an implausible cover than with no cover at all,” he stated flatly.


“Remo—”


“Because—listen very closely to this, Smitty—I am going in, one way or another.”


Smith relented, but by the time Remo called him back a hundred miles later, he had thrown a wrench into the works.


“I anticipated all manner of red flags showing up when the order was issued,” Smith said. “I could not hope to quell them all without giving you better cover.”


“Yeah. So what’s my cover?”


“Department of Homeland Security Special Forces Special Scenario Evaluation Specialist,” Smith said.


“Uh-huh.”


“Your role is to offer Special Forces experience with out-of-the-ordinary field events and capabilities,” Smith explained.


“You want me to try to trip up the SEALs while they’re wargaming one another?”


“I want you to engage the SEALs. You’ll be one of the teams.”


“You’re right. One guy taking on a freakin’ army will be much more low-profile than if I was going in as an observer,” Remo said.


“Specialists of this type exist, Remo, and they’re being used in just this way to prepare our military for field scenarios they might not expect. Just don’t let them see you do anything too, er, unusual.”


“Whatever,” Remo said. Of all the cockamamy situations he had found himself in courtesy of Harold W. Smith, this one ranked way up near the top.


So here he was, trying to hunt wolves while taking on the Navy SEALs. Single-handedly.


Those SEALs had better not distract him from the wolf hunt.


The SEALs were late. They had been air-dropped north of town, a HALO jump from a Lockheed C-130 Hercules. They came loaded for bear—or, in this case, for Remo—packing the usual assortment of firearms, knives, garrotes, explosives, night surveillance gear, whatever. It was certain that each member of the team would have a watch and compass of his own, and since there were no other “enemies” participating in the exercise who could have slowed them, Remo was forced to think of reasons for their tardiness.


One possibility a casual observer might have raised was that the SEAL commandos were not late at all. They could have closed the gap between their LZ and the ghost town right on schedule, infiltrated silently, and were stalking Remo through the dusty shells of buildings even now. But a Master of Sinanju was difficult to sneak up on. He’d hear them coming. If they muffled their footsteps, he’d hear their breathing. If they held their breath all the way into town, he’d hear their heartbeats—two or three buildings away.


Unless they had crashed or gotten lost, both highly unlikely, Remo assumed the SEAL team was trying to outfox him with an indirect approach, perhaps circling wide, north of town, to approach from the west or east.


Oh, well, here they came now. It wasn’t the noise of their approach that alerted him; he could smell them.


You load some poor sap down with enough hardware to have his own gun show and put him out in the hundred-degree-plus heat, and he’s gonna sweat a little. And that’s the kind of smell that carried for miles, notably when the hunter came in with the wind at his back.


The approaching perspirer made his way into town. Remo listened to the thumps of his boots as he took cover in the building at the west end of town. Remo had already been there and had swiped at the floorboards with his short but surgically sharp fingernails. They scored the wood in a thin, invisible line.


The SEALs, who had conducted exercises in this ghost town before, would have no reason to doubt that the floors at Sundberg’s Mercantile weren’t sound. However…


Remo heard the minute creak of the floorboards as the SEAL took a careless step. Then there was a crash—loud enough for everybody to hear—and while no startled cries or curses accompanied the noise, Remo was satisfied that he had bagged an “enemy.” The Navy SEALs were too well trained to cry out in a combat situation if they suffered injury, but it was also possible that the commando, who had plunged twelve feet into the basement of the mercantile, was now unconscious from the fall. In either case, he would be in for more surprises if and when he tried the ancient wooden stairs.


One down.


Squads varied in their sizes, depending on the branch of service and the mission, but he had been told that he was up against a dozen Navy SEALs. Their guns were loaded with paint rounds, the seriousness of a “wound” determined by location of the splash, with any hit between the neck and groin considered a “kill.” Before the game had started, Dr. Smith had cautioned Remo to remember that it was a game.


Remo didn’t even really care about the game. He’d like to herd every last one of the SEALs into some dusty basement for the duration so he could concentrate on his real purpose here—find those wolves.


Remo left the old hotel through a side door, emerging in an alley where the pent-up heat of the afternoon still simmered wickedly. Long strides brought him to the main street—the ghost town’s only street, in fact—and he stood waiting in the shadows, watching for his adversaries. He could hear them scampering around town like a bunch of parade marchers.


A man-sized shadow dodged between two buildings on the far side of the street, immediately followed by a second, then a third. It made sense that the team would be divided, sweeping both sides of the street and working house to house until they found their prey.


Or he found them.


Another group was coming in behind him, to his left, advancing from the west. Remo fell back to meet them, barely conscious of the dusty, almost stifling air in the narrow alleyway.


Using a hole in the wall as a stair, Remo ascended to the hotel roof quickly. The hotel was just one story. Remo felt the sagging roof with his feet and decided it was sound enough to support his weight, despite enduring the years of sun and wind and insects that had been working on all the town’s predominantly wooden buildings. At the southwest corner of the roof he knelt and glanced below.


Three men in desert camouflage, with dusty faces, were advancing toward him, proceeding in spurts of motion followed by statuesque stillness, ready for incoming fire each time they changed position. Apparently, they thought the “specialist” they were hunting would be armed as they were, but in fact his hands were empty as he casually watched them making progress on the ground. They didn’t pause to enter any of the buildings that they passed, and Remo wondered what their plan was. Were they moving toward a rendezvous with other SEALs, somewhere behind him? Three on one side of the street and two on the other left five guns unaccounted for, but he would deal with those in front of him before he went in search of others.


Remo waited until they were just below him, then stepped off into space. The drop was not a long one, no more than eleven feet, and he landed directly in their path.


“Evening, boys.”


Just in front of him, the middle of the three SEALs gaped at him, but recovered from his surprise to swing his stubby CAR-15 toward Remo’s chest. A burst of paint at point-blank range, and it was over, but he never even got the weapon aimed. Remo’s hand flicked out and tapped him in the center of his forehead, just above the space between his eyes. It could have been a killing strike, but Remo imparted only force enough to slam the SEAL against the dusty clapboard wall, out cold before he slumped into a seated posture in the dirt.


His companions were reacting to the unexpected threat. On Remo’s left, an automatic carbine was leveled at his abdomen. Remo waited until the finger was pulling the trigger, then deflected it with his left hand wrapped around the barrel, tugging even as he changed the gun’s target. Half a dozen rounds spit from the muzzle, spattering the SEAL on Remo’s right with yellow paint.


That should have been enough to take him out of play, according to the rules, but Remo wasn’t taking any chances. Even as the paint rounds were still bursting on his adversary’s camou shirt, he threw an open hand that struck behind the young commando’s ear and took him down.


The last man standing fired another burst, apparently in hopes that barrel heat would break the stranger’s grip, but Remo twisted and turned the rifle in his “enemy’s” hands, put the man’s finger on the trigger and helped him pull. The SEAL gave himself four paintball rounds in the belly. Remo pinched the very surprised looking commando behind the neck.


“Sweet dreams,” he said as he lowered the unconscious man to the hot ground.


And that left eight.


Remo made his way to Sundberg’s Mercantile and went in through the back. He found that his sabotaged wooden floor had collapsed under not one but two SEALs. A third was standing on the edge of the rough pit as Remo entered, lowering a rope to those below.


“Come on,” the commando said, keeping his voice down. “Snap it up, you guys!”


Remo drifted up behind him, reaching for the CAR-15 slung across the young man’s shoulder as he planted a foot on his backside and shoved. The SEAL plunged headfirst into Remo’s trap, an old root cellar with the stairs long since collapsed, and landed with a squawk ten feet below.


Three faces craned to greet him as he stepped up to the edge. Before they could react and bring him under fire, he raised the captured CAR-15 and hosed them with a stream of paint rounds, watching them recoil as they were spattered with bright baby-blue.


“You’re dead,” he told them, dropped the CAR-15 into the hole and turned away. “Stay put.”


Six down, and that should leave him squared off with a pair of three-man teams. The CAR-15s were fitted with suppressors, part of any well-equipped commando’s ensemble, and he had no reason to believe that the six remaining SEALs had picked up on the gunfire. They would still be searching for him, both teams more than likely on the north side of the street, and Remo needed to cross in the open.


Remo left the mercantile establishment, stepped through the front door with its squeaky hinges as if he were going for a quiet evening’s stroll. No movement greeted him from windows on the north side of the street, but he couldn’t rule out the possibility that one or more of his opponents had already spotted him.


He crossed the main street in a sprint that was so smooth and fast it would have looked unreal, had anyone seen it, and he barely left a dust trail in his wake. He drew no fire and reached the rotting wooden sidewalk on the north side of the street, ducking into the recessed doorway of what had once been a barbershop. Gilt lettering had long since faded from the windows, leaving ghostly outlines in its place, and the interior, as far as he could see, had been stripped bare, abandoned to rodents and insects. Remo listened, ears pricked, at the sounds of approaching SEALs on the wooden sidewalk. No matter how carefully you walked, you couldn’t be too quiet walking on a wooden sidewalk.


The SEAL appeared in Remo’s doorway, glancing into darkness, seemingly alert. But when the darkness seized him, dragged him off the sidewalk and enfolded him, the soldier gave a yelp of complete surprise. He lashed out with the buttstock of his rifle but only succeeded in handing his weapon to the enemy, who plastered him collar to crotch with paint balls.


“Oh, man, you’re really dead,” Remo said, then tapped him in the head, sending him into unconsciousness in the doorway.


A couple more had been tagging along with the commando and they started rushing to the barbershop, boots clomping on the wooden sidewalk. Remo left the snoozing SEAL where he had fallen, slipping into the darkened barbershop and leaving the door ajar behind him as a lure. Bait for the trap.


One of the SEALs checked out his fallen buddy, while the other kept them covered, edging toward the open doorway to the shop. “In here,” he whispered, and the words reached Remo’s ears as if the young man had been shouting down the silent street. “Jeff—”


“Is he breathing?”


“Yeah.”


“So, leave him,” said the point man. “He’s all right, and we’ve got work to do.”


It was a textbook entry, one SEAL close behind the other, breaking left and right, their weapons sweeping, covering the room. They didn’t fire—wouldn’t, without a target, or at least a noise to help them focus—but they were prepared for anything.


Except what happened next.


Remo had climbed the warped and weathered clapboard wall to cling there like a giant spider, perched above the doorway. He was thus above the two SEALs and behind them as they entered, swooping down to join them.


Both young men heard Remo land behind them, knew the sound meant trouble even as they turned to face their “enemy,” but they never even saw Remo’s face. Their heads suddenly collided into each other as if they’d become magnetized, and they slumped to the ground. Remo extracted paint rounds from their weapons and shattered them on the floor, then quickly painted on blue clown faces.


He went to find the last three SEALs, conscious of the deepening of the night. He wanted the fun and games to be over. He had canines to converse with.


He found the trio of remaining SEALs in what used to be the mining town’s saloon. No fancy pleasure palace this. Even before the furniture was stripped away and time began to gnaw around the building’s edges, it had been a spartan place. He pictured sawdust on the floor to soak up booze and blood from gun and knife fights over cards or cut-rate women.


One of the SEALs was on his way upstairs to check the rooms where two-bit whores had once serviced their clients in something less than total privacy. The other two were waiting for him below, near what had been the bar until some human scavengers had stripped most of the paneling and left it skeletal. Both eyed the shadows warily and held their weapons ready, anxious for a chance to fire.


Remo circled the old saloon, finding a drain pipe fastened to the wall, descending from the roof’s rain gutter, and he scrambled nimbly up it to the second floor. He chose a window with the glass long-ago broken out and made his entrance.


The small room smelled of dust, rat droppings and age. The age aside, Remo guessed that it had smelled little different in the old days, when its clientele consisted of unwashed miners and the occasional trail hand. Waiting in the darkness now, errant moonbeams lighting the way, he listened to his adversary on the landing outside, making his way toward the room’s open door.


When the tall, young SEAL edged through the doorway, Remo snatched the automatic carbine from his grasp with ease, surprise doing half of the work.


His free hand flicked toward the SEAL’s temple, barely light enough to register as a caress, but it was still enough to do the job, the young man going slack in Remo’s arms.


Then Remo shot him with his own weapon. One dot for each eye, one for the nose and a few more for the mouth, and Remo had created a big sloppy paint-ball smiley face on the SEAL’s chest.


The last two SEALS still waited below. Remo went down to join them.


He went down fast. So fast they could barely see the bounding black form that was suddenly in their midst. Before the last two SEALS knew what was happening, he was between them, striking left and right with his pinching fingers and putting them to sleep.


He couldn’t leave them undead, so he shot them, too.


Now he had the place to himself and everything was quiet. It would stay that way until the exercise ended—when one of the teams called into the commander or 6:00 a.m., whichever came first.


Remo decided the saloon was his best lookout. He went back upstairs and climbed to the roof, finding it gave him the best view of the desolate reservation terrain in all directions.


He sat cross-legged, under the clear sky with more stars than he could count. But he didn’t see the stars; he had other things to look at. The horizon. The land. And everything that prowled it.


“Come along, little doggies,” he said to the night.


The night was cool by comparison to the day. The stillness was almost like a presence in the night desert. Sound carried far. Remo heard far. But he didn’t hear the sounds he wanted to hear.


There was a small crash at about midnight from Sundberg’s Mercantile. Remo had left the SEALS in the cellar conscious because they were trapped. Trying to get out was against the rules. “If those kids make one more noise, I’ll go over and put ’em to sleep,” he muttered to himself. But the SEALS in the cellar were silent after that.


At 2:15 a.m., by the clock in the sky, Remo heard a sound that stirred his blood. It was far off and coming closer. Four paws moving on the desert soil. Canine. And then there was another. And another. It was a pack.


But what he heard warned him to be disappointed. The paws sounded too light.


The pack appeared, and it was easy to make out the tail held low to the ground, not quite between the legs, and the small build.


Coyotes.


Six of them were approaching warily, sniffing everywhere, their bodies stiff with their awareness of danger. They marked their territory at every bush and rock, and gradually they relaxed and began yipping to one another. Remo cursed silently.


He knew exactly what he was seeing.


The coyote family had recently been frightened off this patch of territory by the arrival of the Mexican Grays. They were cautiously returning, sniffing out the terrain—and deciding that the interlopers had moved on.


The coyotes were telling Remo that his wolves were gone.


He felt angry. But mostly he felt defeated. He had picked up the trail of the wolf pack twice in the past three months as they made their bold, bloody migration across Texas and New Mexico. But these weren’t ordinary wolves. They were intelligent. They were cunning. They knew they would be tracked. Time and again they had foiled the trail, mostly by stowing away on vehicles at gas stations and rest stops.


It looked like Remo would be going after them again. On foot, if necessary. The people who ran this summer camp might have a problem with that, but he’d let Smitty pave the way.


But now it was time to end the little game. He powered up a walkie-talkie appropriated from the SEALs and phoned their CO.


“All finished. Come and get ’em.”


The coyotes fled when the sound of whining aircraft interrupted the night’s natural noises. The officer in charge was red-faced, glaring hard at Remo as he walked through swirling dust, ducking below the helicopter’s swirling rotor blades.


“Where are they, dammit?” he demanded.


“Here ya go,” said Remo. He had gathered the unconscious SEALs and sat them in a long row on the wooden sidewalk. Each had a hand on his neighbor’s right shoulder, just to make them look less menacing. “Here come the others.”


Two SEALs, paint splashed, had extricated themselves from Remo’s pitfall in the old mercantile store with the ladder he tore off the side of a building and lowered to them. Their third companion was being dragged between them.


“Jesus Christ, I wouldn’t have believed it,” the commander muttered.


“Wonders never cease,” said Remo.


“Bullshit!” the older man snarled. “These children will be going back to school.”


“They’re not all that bad, really,” Remo said.


“Not that bad? How do you explain this mess?” he demanded.


“Oh, well, it’s because I’m so damn good, ya see.”


“You’re not that good!”


“Am too!”


“By the way,” the officer informed him, glaring balefully at him, “you’ve got a message waiting for you back at my HQ. Eyes-only, urgent. Better check it out.”


“Aw, crap.” Remo sighed. “I’ll need the chopper, I guess.”


“No sweat.” There was a softening, however marginal, about the Navy officer’s attitude. “I’ve got a full night’s work ahead of me right here, just cleaning up your mess.”


Remo strolled toward the chopper and called from just below the whirling rotor blades and flicked the object in his hand with one finger. It rocketed at the Navy officer.


“Hey!” Remo shouted.


The officer practically bounced off the ground and spun in place, almost losing his balance and desperately trying to crane his head to see what had just happened to his rear quarters. He discovered the seat of his trousers was wet with fresh blue paint.


The officer shot Remo a look that was disbelief and fury. He didn’t know what to do first: bawl him out or demand to know how he’d fired a paint ball without actually having a gun.


“Am too!” Remo shouted over the rotor noise.




Chapter 3


The red-eye into White Plains managed to arrive six minutes earlier than its absurdly precise ETA of 6:13 a.m. The plane was nearly empty, leaving Remo thankful for small favors, even though a fat man in a rumpled polyester suit had snorted, wheezed and rumbled in his sleep throughout the flight, directly opposite the seat in coach that Remo occupied.


A rental car was waiting for him at the airport, subcompact, no doubt the cheapest one available. Economy was critical to Dr. Harold Smith and CURE, the supersecret crime-fighting agency that Remo served, although its budget was so well disguised that only Dr. Smith himself had any real idea of the resources at his fingertips.


Remo had an odd relationship with money by the standards of most people, in that he didn’t care about it. He had a lot of it, certainly. Being Reigning Master of Sinanju made him, technically, the custodian of Sinanju’s wealth. He had no idea how vast his resources actually were. Chiun, Reigning Master Emeritus, smacked his hand if he tried to get anywhere near the money.


To Remo, you bought things with various plastic cards that were issued to him by CURE. The cards had lots of names on them. Most of them had the first name Remo, and they never ever had the last name Williams.


He didn’t mind flying coach most of the time. He would have upgraded himself if he wanted to and nobody, but nobody, would have stopped him. He didn’t mind driving an inexpensive set of wheels if it got him where he needed to go. But when he saw the three-year-old Beetle with a partially detached fender he went back to the Rent Cars Cheap! desk and said no thanks. “Got something a little bigger?”


The pretty young Rent Cars Cheap! clerk looked doubtful.


“Newer?” Remo asked.


The clerk looked sad.


“Do you have a car without metal parts hanging down far enough to drag on the pavement?”


The clerk looked despondent.


Remo moved on to the next car-rental booth in the airport concourse and asked for something nice.


“Yes, sir!” said the middle-aged man in a buttoned double-breasted jacket and neat tie, with gold tie clip. He looked more like a bank president than a car-rental clerk. “What are you looking for? Sporty? Luxury? An SUV?”


“Sporty?” Remo asked. “Define sporty.”


The bank-president-type got a gleam in his eye. “Define sporty? I’ll define sporty. V-12 engine, 6-speed stick, 580 horsepower and a top speed of 205 miles per hour.”


Remo looked at the clerk, then took a step back and looked at the sign on the desk. The name of the car-rental agency didn’t have the word “budget” or “cheap,” and there wasn’t an “econo-something” to be found. The name was something like Alucci—Fine Motorcars for the Discriminating Driver.”


“You Al?”


“Pardon me, sir?”


“I guess that sounds kind of sporty, if it’s red,” Remo said.


“It’s bright red,” Al said. “Cherry strawberry bloodred. It is—” he inhaled before he spoke the words “—a Lamborghini Murciélago.”


“Smitty’ll have steam coming out of his ears,” Remo said.


“Pardon me, sir?”


“Nothing. I’ll take it if you don’t ask me to pronounce it,” Remo said.


Al couldn’t have been happier. “An excellent choice, Mr….?”


Remo glanced surreptitiously at the credit card as he slid it over. “Quartermaster. Remo Quartermaster.”


“I just need to check and be sure your card will take the security deposit.”


“Okay.”


“The deposit required is—”


“Whatever.”


Al was visibly surprised and greatly pleased when the card was authorized.


“Sign here, please,” he said, slipping over the company’s standard contract. “And here. And here, here and here.”
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