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CHAPTER ONE


THE GREATEST DOMESTIC CRISIS since the Civil War struck the United States of America at exactly 6:28 p.m. Daylight Savings Time on the last Thursday in April.


Approximately thirty million citizens scattered throughout the nation and in Mexico and the lower reaches of Canada saw the crisis unfold on their television sets. And every one of them, no matter what broadcast station or network they were tuned to, UHF or VHF, saw the exact same thing.


A dead black rectangle where a moment before busy phosphor pixels had been generating kaleidoscopic images of entertainment, information, and commercials.


The blackness was relieved by thin white letters in the upper right-hand corner. The letters spelled out two words.


The words: NO SIGNAL.


TV speakers everywhere, in private homes, in hospitals, in offices, in neighborhood bars, reproduced the same staticky carrier wave hissing of dead air.


Then a voice began speaking in a monotone:


“There is nothing wrong with your television set …”


Don Cooder was late.


The news director was in a panic. The floor manager was running from restroom to restroom in the Broadcast Corporation of North America headquarters building on Manhattan’s West Forty-third Street, peering under stalls for a pair of trademark ostrich hide wrangler boots.


“Try the ledge,” the harried domestic producer cried. “He sometimes hides out on the ledge when he’s unhappy.”


Everybody who wasn’t frantically racing around the Bridge-as the BCN newsroom was called-preparing the 6:30 news feed to the affiliates, raced to the nearest window. Don Cooder was late. Nobody knew what it was about, but everybody knew what it could mean. Their eyes were stark and frantic.


Troubled voices called back reports.


“He’s not on the third floor ledge.”


“He’s not on the fourth floor ledge.”


“He’s not on any of the ledges!”


“Maybe he fell off,” said a lowly desk assistant.


In the great TV-screen-blue newsroom set a hush fell. Faces, so strained a moment ago, lit with entirely different lights. Ambition leapt to some. Relief to others. And all eyes went to the Chair, more coveted than many modern thrones, which now sat spotlit but empty. Power flowed from that elegant seat, situated in the exact geometric center of the Bridge, which had been designed to make the anchor desk seem to be the center of the universe, but in practice made many viewers change channels thinking that they had tuned in to an old Star Trek rerun.


“Maybe he fell off …” the producer muttered.


“Maybe he jumped!” said the director.


“CBN star anchor Don Cooder succumbs to ratings pressure!” the chief news writer cried. “Makes dramatic leap into oblivion!”


A dozen lips whispered the rumor. Faces froze, some in shock, others to conceal their pleasure. The makeup woman broke down weeping for her job.


The domestic producer, his face paling, took charge. He began issuing husky orders.


“Camera crew to the sidewalk. If Cooder’s a messy spot on the pavement, we’ll want to lead with that.” He shouted after the running figures, “If he’s dying, try to get his last words.”


“What about the headlines for the affiliates?” asked the director, gazing at the digital clock which read 06:28:57.


“Somebody get Cheeta Ching! I’d be damned if we go black again because of that Aggie prima donna.”


An intern leaped from the room.


In her office in the outermost concentric ring that orbits the Bridge, CBN weekend anchor Cheeta Ching, nine months, one week, and three days pregnant, and as bloated as a floater freshly fished out of the East River, looked up from her script for the evening broadcast of Eyeball to Eyeball with Cheeta Ching as her door unceremoniously crashed in. The can of hair varnish she had been emptying into her raven tresses dropped from her long fingers.


“Miss Ching!” an intern panted. “You’re on.”


“What are you talking about? I’m not on for two hours yet.”


The intern fought for his breath. “Cooder fell down the rabbit hole again,” he gasped.


“His job is mine!” screeched Cheeta Ching, selfstyled “superanchorwoman of the nineties,” as she bolted from her desk and trampled the unfortunate staffer before he could get out of the way.


The run from Cheeta Ching’s office to the Chair was a straight unwavering line. After hours, Cheeta had timed the run with a stopwatch. Her best time had been 47:03 seconds.


That was before the home pregnancy test had come up blue, of course.


Still, Cheeta gave it her best. She had known for years-ever since Don Cooder had let the BCN Evening News with Don Cooder remain black for an unprecedented six minutes because a World Wide Wrestling match had spilled over its allotted span and into his time slot, that it could happen again. And she was ready.


Because Cheeta Ching knew that if she landed in the coveted anchor chair at the right moment, Cooder’s job would be hers.


Flinging off her Giorgio Armani taupe wool faille maternity skirt, she ran through the halls in her Victoria’s Secret chenille slip.


The thought of the high seven-figure salary, the perks, and the intoxicating power that lay at the end of the run drove her to pound down the carpeted hall like a water buffalo in heat. Staff pressed themselves against the walls before her. A cameraman, seeing her careen toward him, hit the rug and covered his head with a script. A technician opening a door flung himself back. Too late. Cheeta hit the closing door like a linebacker; it flew back and broke the technician’s nose and glasses where he stood.


The Chair was within sight now. Cheeta could see it clearly through the semicircle of indoor glass windows that overlooked the Bridge from the inner concentric ring of offices.


The director, spotting her, waved her on frantically with a script that flapped like a wounded dove.


“Mine! It’s mine!” Cheeta shrieked.


The last door crashed open under the blind force of her padded shoulder. Cheeta was panting now. Only a stretch of a few cable-strewn yards stood between her and the highest-paid job in television news.


Staffers shouted encouragement.


“Come on, Cheeta!”


“You can do it, girl!”


Then a bosun’s whistle shrilled and the floor manager shouted, “Admiral on the Bridge! All hands! Admiral on the Bridge!”


That’s me! Cheeta thought wildly. I’m the admiral on the Bridge now.


And from out of nowhere, a pinstriped blue shape blindsided her. Heart pounding, Cheeta understood immediately what it meant. Her bloodred fingernails extended like talons as she made a last, desperate lunge for the Chair.


And an ostrich-hide boot stomped on her instep while a hard hip like a whale’s jawbone knocked her down. An immaculate shoe sole flattened her nose.


And over the squeal of the Chair’s springs adjusting to 185 pounds of human ego, a deep, masculine voice growled, “There’s only one admiral on this bridge. And don’t you forget it.”


Cheeta Ching tried to struggle to her feet. But all around her sycophantic shoes had appeared, preventing her from rising.


“Don, where have you been?” the relieved producer asked.


“None of your business.”


“Don, so great that you’re here,” said the chief news writer.


“Don Cooder is great, no matter where he is.”


“Don, here’s your script for the affiliates update,” said the director.


“Don Cooder doesn’t need a script to read headlines. Just tell me what they are and I’ll wing it.”


“Senator Ned Clancy issues denial on love-nest rumor,” the director recited in an urgent voice. “Dr. Doom inaugurates toll-free death line. Scientists dub strange new AIDS-like disease HELP.”


“Here’s your lavaliere, Don.”


“Will somebody please let me up?” Cheeta snapped.


“Quiet, Cheeta,” the producer said coldly. “Just lay there until the commercial break.”


The feet went away and the floor manager was calling out, “Quiet, please. Don Cooder headlines for affiliates! Five seconds! Four! Quiet!”


Then the voice of Don Cooder, pitched into a low resonant tone, began his clipped recital.


“Senator Ned Clancy issues denial on love-nest rumor. Dr. Doom inaugurates toll-free death line. Scientists dub strange new AIDS-like disease HELP. All that and more coming up soon, so stay with us.”


Cheeta started to rise.


The stampeding feet returned.


“That was great, Don. You nailed it in one take.”


“Fabulous ad-libbing, Don.”


“Will somebody help me up,” Cheeta said through clenched teeth. “I have my own show to prep.”


She was ignored.


“Here’s the script, Don.”


“We’re losing the bumper, Don.”


“One minute to air, everybody!” the floor manager announced.


“Don, we’ll lead with Dr. Doom and follow up with the love nest story,” the director was saying.


“I think we should lead with the love-nest story, don’t you?” Cooder shot back.


“Absolutely, Don,” the director returned without skipping a beat. “But it’s not written as a lead.”


“I’ll wing it.”


“Fifteen seconds to air!” the floor manager called.


The feet went away again and Cheeta Ching tried again. Her expanded center of gravity was not helpful. She was on her back, and it felt like a cannonball had been placed on her stomach so that a trained elephant could sit on it.


Grimacing, Cheeta rolled over-and collapsed panting.


Out of the corner of her eye she spotted the red ON AIR sign flaring up.


“This is the BCN Evening News with Don Cooder,” the stentorian voice of Don Cooder announced. “Tonight, beleaguered democratic senator Ned J. Clancy, married barely a year, is contending with rumors of marital infidelity. With us now is Washington reporter Trip Lutz.”


Cheeta was on her hands and knees now, behind the anchor desk and out of camera range. And she felt as if she were being weighed down by an abdominal tumor the size of Rhode Island. She tried to crawl, but the floor manager caught her eye. He was on his knees waving a Magic Markered sign that said: STAY THERE FOR THE FIRST SECTION. PLEASE!


Cheeta flipped him the bird. She started crawling.


And an ostrich-hide cowboy boot came around to plant itself on the small of her back. Cheeta Ching went down hard. “Oof!”


And the hated voice of Don Cooder returned, saying, “Thank you, Trip. In other news …”


“Ugh,” Cheeta said.


“The retired pathologist and self-styled ‘thanatologist’ known as Dr. Doom has discovered a fresh wrinkle in the tollfree number game: Dial and die.”


“Uhh,” Cheeta groaned.


“AT their lines are jammed for the second consecutive day in the wake of the controversial new service for the terminally ill.”


“I think my water broke,” Cheeta grunted.


“This just in,” Cooder said. “Reliable sources tell BCN News that weekend anchor Cheeta Ching is at this moment giving birth at a location not far from here. Speaking on behalf of her colleagues here at the Broadcast Corporation of North America, we wish her Godspeed and a joyful labor.”


And the boot heel pushed down harder.


Cheeta Ching’s flat, reddening face slammed to the rug and turned sideways. Then she saw it. The line monitor, which showed the picture that millions of faithful BCN viewers were simultaneously watching in the privacy of their own homes.


The line monitor was as black as a virgin Etch-a-Sketch.


If there was one cardinal, inflexible rule in on-set broadcast journalism etiquette it was: Quiet on a live set.


But if there was a prime directive it was: Never, ever go to black.


The prime directive was far, far more important than on-set etiquette.


And so Cheeta Ching took a deep breath and, steeling herself, let out a shriek calculated to scale a salmon.


In the ringing aftermath, Don Cooder barked, “This just in. Cheeta Ching has given birth to a healthy …” Cooder cocked an ear for the answer.


“We’re in black!” Cheeta shrieked.


All eyes swung to the line monitor.


It was nestled in the cluster of monitors that displayed incoming satellite feeds, previews of about-to be-aired reports, and waiting commercials. The other monitors were busily cutting between segments. But the line monitor, the crucial monitoring terminal, was like a glassy black eye.


A black eye that would be seen by sponsors and network brass alike. A black eye that would cause viewers all over the country to fidget, grumble, and grope for their remotes.


A black eye that would be tomorrow’s headlines if it wasn’t corrected in time.


“Don’t just stand there!” Cooder shouted. “Put up color bars!”


In the control room, the technical director worked the switcher frantically. “Color bars up!” he shouted.


“No, they’re not! Hit it again.”


The technical director, his eyes widening as the seconds-each one worth over a thousand dollars in commercial airtime-ticked away, shouted, “How’s that?”


The producer blinked at the line monitor. “N.G.”


“We’re going to get creamed in the ratings,” Cooder said in a voice twisted with raw emotion.


“No, we’re not,” the floor manager said matter-of-factly.


“Huh?”


“The other networks. They’re black too.”


The monitors marked ANC, MBC, and Vox all showed black.


Relief washed over the newsroom as the truth sank in.


“Must be sunspots or something,” a stage hand muttered.


“Right, sunspots.”


“I never heard of sunspots blacking out TV like this,” the technical director said doubtfully.


Telephones began ringing all over the set. In the circle of offices around the Bridge. All over the building.


The word came in. It wasn’t a local phenomenon. Broadcast television had gone to black all up and down the East Coast.


“What a story,” someone said.


“Let’s get on this, troops,” Don Cooder said, tearing off his IFB earpiece and storming about the Bridge like an admiral in red suspenders. “Work the phones. How big is this story?”


As it turned out, very big.


“There’s no TV in Illinois,” a woman at the satellite desk reported.


“St. Louis is black, Don,” a reporter added.


“Montana is without reception,” chimed in another correspondent.


“How can anyone tell?” said Cooder, who was from Texas.


“LA is down too. And San Francisco.”


“It’s nationwide!” Cooder crowed. “And it’s our new lead story. We’ll lead with ‘Sunspots Suppress Television Across Nation.’”


“But we don’t know it’s actually sunspots,” the director pointed out.


“It’s good enough for the lead. We can always update. Get our science editor on it.”


“Feldmeyer? He’s on vacation, remember?”


“Then get the backup.”


“There isn’t one. We lost our backup in the last round of budget cuts.”


Don Cooder squared his magnificently photogenic shoulders. It was not for nothing that TV Guide had dubbed him the “Anchor of Steel.”


“What do we have for video on this thing?”


The news director blinked. He pointed to the line monitor.


“Just this. A dead screen.”


“We can’t broadcast a dead screen,” Cooder complained.


“We are broadcasting a dead screen. That’s the story.”


Don Cooder blinked. His perpetual glower darkened. His eyes, which People magazine had described as “cathode-ray blue,” reverted to the Texas sunsquint of his field reporter days.


“We can’t go on the air with this,” he mumbled. “A dead screen is terrible television. Folks will turn us off.”


“Don, get a grip. We can’t go on the air. Period.”


“No one can break this story until the air clears?” Don Cooder demanded.


“Right, Don.”


“When the air clears, the competition will be over this like piss on a flat rock, right?”


“I guess so,” said the director, who never understood his star anchor’s homespun aphorisms.


“I’m not waiting for the air to break. I’m breaking this story here, now and first. And all of you are my witnesses.”


“What are you going to do, Don?”


Without answering, leaving the carefully prepared script on his desk and the teleprompters standing frozen in time, Don Cooder, the highest paid news anchor in human history, strode from the Bridge to the nearest outside office. He threw up a window sash, stuck out his head and broad shoulders, and in a voice loud enough to startle the pigeons roosting on nearby Times Square buildings, proclaimed, “This is a BCN Evening News Special Report. Don Cooder reporting. All over the continental United States, broadcast television was blacked out at the start of the first national news feeds. The mysterious force responsible for this tragedy has yet to be identified, but for now, in this slice of time, for the first time in the over forty-year history of television, America is staring into a blackness more terrible than the Great Blackout of 1965. And the blackness is staring back. Who will blink first? That is the question of the hour.”


The producer tapped him on the shoulder. “Forget it, Don.”


“Shut up! I’m broadcasting. The old-fashioned way.”


“KNNN is on the air.”


Don Cooder straightened so fast he bumped his intensely black hair against the window sash. He wheeled, leaving sticky strands of hair adhering to the wood. “What!”


“It’s true. They’re been broadcasting uninterrupted all along.”


“Damn! Did they scoop me?”


“Afraid so.”


“Damn.”


Cooder strode into the control room, where a monitor showed a calm anchor speaking in a flat voice under the world-famous Kable Newsworthy News Network logo-a nautical anchor.


“Those bastards! They can’t bigfoot me like this!”


“Now you know how it feels,” came a groaning voice from the floor-Cheeta Ching, draped over her big own stomach and breathing through her mouth the Lamaze way.


“You deserve to be bigfooted,” Cooder growled. “If only your public could see you now. You look like a beached whale suffering from acute jaundice.”


“Somebody help Miss Ching,” the floor manager called from the huddle around the monitor cluster. They were all tuned to KNNN. The volume was up.


Don Cooder pushed into the huddle, fuming.


“What are they saying?” he demanded.


“Bare bones stuff. All broadcasting is black. Only the cable lines are getting through. No one’s figured out why yet.”


“Damn. There goes all of prime time. We’ll never recapture those viewers.” His intensely blue eyes went to the line monitor where the mocking white letters, NO SIGNAL, showed mutely.


He was reaching for the volume control when the line monitor blazed into life. The burst of light was so unexpected that Cooder blinked. When his sight cleared, a sight more blood-chilling than the Attica riots and the 1968 Democratic National Convention put together was framed on the screen.


The sight of two stage hands helping a wobbly Cheeta Ching into the anchor chair. His Chair.


Don Cooder’s head snapped around. The number one camera tally light was a red eye pointed directly at Cheeta Ching.


“We’re live! We’re back on!” he shouted, pitching across the news set.


A cable snagged a boot heel before he got three feet. His face slammed into the carpet. For a moment, Don Cooder lay stunned.


And floating to his ears came the hateful voice of his chief rival, her tones syrupy and triumphant, saying, “This is the BCN Evening News with Don Cooder. Cheeta Ching reporting. Don is off tonight.”


And as millions of Americans settled back into their seats, those who had patiently stayed with BCN heard above the treacly voice of Cheeta Ching a raging bellow of complaint.


“Let me up! Let me up! I’m going to strangle that Korean air-hog if it’s the last thing I do!”




CHAPTER TWO


HIS NAME WAS REMO and all he wanted was to die.


That was all. A simple thing. No big deal. People died every day. Remo knew that better than most. He had personally helped hundreds, if not thousands, of deserving people into the boneyard. And now it was his turn.


So why did they have to make it so hard for him?


He had been dialing the toll-free number all morning. The line was busy. Remo would hang up, wait a few moments and then stab the redial button. But all he got was a busy signal beeping in his ear.


“Dammit,” Remo said, hanging up.


“What is wrong?” asked a squeaky voice.


“I still can’t get through.”


“You are not doing it properly,” said the squeaky voice.


“Yeah? Well, you try it for once.”


From the east-facing windows of the great square room which had windows on all sides, a tiny Buddhalike figure squatted on a reed mat. It was swathed in crimson silks that were trimmed in shimmery golds. The bald top of its head gleamed like a polished amber egg, framed by twin clouds of hair that concealed the tips of delicate ears.


“It is not my burden,” said the figure.


“We’re coequal partners. It’s half your burden.”


“Only if you fail or die, which should be the same thing, otherwise the house will be shamed forever.”


Remo blinked. “The house would rather I die than fail?”


“No. The house prefers success. But will accept your death with proper lamentations and vows of vengeance.”


“What about living to fight another day?”


“This is my task in the event of your failure,” the immobile figure sniffed.


Remo pointed at the phone. “How can I fail if I can’t get through?”


“How can I meditate on the approaching day of joy with you banging two pieces of plastic together and pacing the floor?”


“It stops the minute I get through.”


The tiny figure suddenly arose. It turned. The lavender, scarlet, and gold silks of its kimono rustled and settled as the frail-looking figure of Chiun, Reigning Master of Sinanju, padded on black sandals over to the telephone set on the only article of furniture in the great bare room, a low taboret.


He was a tiny wisp of a man. His round head sat on a thin wattled neck like an orange on a pole. The face might have been molded of papyrus and kneaded around matched agate eyes.


The Master of Sinanju floated to the taboret and lifted the receiver with a hand whose skin was shiny with age. He did not bring the instrument to either delicate ear, but instead held it at arm’s length, as if it were a distasteful thing. With the other, he stabbed the one button and then the 800 area code.


Remo started to say, “The rest of it is-”


“I know the rest,” snapped Chiun.


And as Remo watched, the Master of Sinanju began tapping out the correct exchange.


“How do you know the number?” Remo asked.


“I am not deaf. I have been listening to the annoying chirps all morning.”


Remo looked startled, “You can tell the number by the chirps?”


“As can any child,” sniffed Chiun, tapping the first three numbers of the last group of digits. He paused, his long-nailed fingers hovering over the keypad.


“Ah-hah,” said Remo. “Stuck on the last number.”


“I am not!”


“Then what are you waiting for?”


“The proper moment.”


Remo watched. The Master of Sinanju stood frozen, the receiver in one hand, the other like an eagle’s claw prepared to pounce on the tiny square eggs of the keypad.


Remo folded his lean arms. Chiun was up to something. He wasn’t sure what.


“You’re going to lose the call,” Remo warned.


Then the finger descended. The long colorless nail touched the five key and Remo’s face quirked up. Five was the correct digit. Chiun had not been stuck after all.


Then, with a disdainful toss, the Master of Sinanju put the receiver in Remo’s hand and padded back to his floor mat and his meditation.


Remo brought the receiver to his ear. The phone was ringing.


“How did you do that?” he called over to Chiun, who had returned to his mat.


“It is the correct method.”


“For what?”


“For calling radio talk programs.”


“You been doing that?”


“Thrush Limburger is very entertaining for a fat white with a loud voice.”


“When did you start listening to him?”


“Since he speaks the truth about this lunatic land I serve.”


Then the ringing stopped and a crisp nursey-sounding voice was speaking.


“This is the office of Dr. Mordaunt Gregorian,” the nursey voice was saying. “If you are calling from a touch-tone phone, please press the correct option. If you are not calling from a touch-tone phone, please stay on the line and if possible someone will assist you. But do not count on it. We have many patients to process.”


“Wonderful,” Remo growled. “I got his answering machine.”


“If you are a reporter calling to interview Dr. Gregorian, press one.”


Remo gave the one key a miss.


“If you are a lawyer calling to sue Dr. Gregorian, press two.”


“I’ll bet that’s a busy line,” Remo muttered.


“If you are calling because you wish to die, press three.”


Remo pressed three.


There was a long pause, then some musical chirping that made Remo think of tin crows, and a crusty male voice said sharply, “This is Dr. Gregorian. State your business.”


“I want to die,” Remo said.


There was a hesitation on the line. Then, “State your disease.”


“Leprosy.”


Another hesitation. “State your prognosis.”


“I’m falling apart.”


The line hummed. Remo figured the man was writing everything down. At least he had gotten through to him.


Then, “State your preferred manner of crossing the River Styx. Barbiturate pill. Lethal injection. Or suffocation.”


“I’ll take the pill. Where do I show up?”


The line hummed. Then, “State your sex.”


“Male. What do I sound like-Madonna?”


The crusty voice didn’t answer. There was a pause and Remo heard a relay click. Then, once more sharp, the voice said, “Your application has been rejected. Do not call again. Have a nice day.”


The line went dead.


Remo slammed the phone down so hard the keypad 0-for-operator button bounced off the ceiling.


“I was talking to a freaking machine!” he complained.


“You could not tell?”


“I thought it was the real Gregorian.”


“I do not believe there is any such person,” said Chiun.


“If I can just lay hands on the guy, there won’t be. He makes me sick to my stomach.”


“A strange thing for an assassin to say.”


“Hey, I’m a professional. The guy is a ghoul.”


“A ghoul to some is a boon to others,” Chiun said.


A frown touched Remo’s face. It was a strong face, dominated by deep-set dark eyes and pronounced cheekbones. The frown brought out the innate cruelty of his tension-compressed mouth.


“He’s out there snuffing people for money,” Remo snapped.


“And what is it we do, you and I? If not snuffing?”


“That’s different. We’re professionals.”


“Sit.”


Still frowning, Remo toed a tatami mat into place before his mentor. Crossing his ankles, he scissored his legs downward until he had assumed the traditional lotus position, feet crossed, wrists on knees. Remo’s wrists dwarfed his lower legs. They looked thick enough to conceal baby I-beam girders.


The rest of him was lean enough for a diet commercial. There wasn’t an ounce of extra fat on his exposed arms. His muscles were understated, but well-defined. He was dressed casually in black chinos and a fresh white T-shirt.


“Life is cruel,” intoned Chiun. “Many are born. Almost as many die before their prime. All die in their own time. One day I will die, as will you.”


“Nobody could kill you, Little Father,” Remo said simply.


Chiun lifted a finger in stern correction. “I did not say kill, I said die. Even the magnificence that is embodied in my awesome form must one day wither and expire like that of any lesser creature.”


Inwardly, Remo winced. This frail wisp of a Korean had come into his life more than twenty years ago, transforming him into the superbly trained human machine he was now. Chiun had not been young then. Now, even though he admitted to only eighty winters, Remo knew the old Korean had surpassed his one hundred year mark some time ago. He showed it in tiny ways. A faint fading of the bright hazel eyes. A thickening of the wrinkles that sweetened his parchment features. The color of his sparse beard and eyebrows in some lights seemed more of a smoky gray that the crisp white of days gone by. Remo shoved those thoughts into the furthest, darkest corner of his mind. He did not like to dwell on the future.


“In my heart, you will never die,” Remo said simply.


Chiun nodded once. “Well spoken, but untrue.” He raised a thin finger once more. “I do not know how many years lie unspent in this shell, especially without the powdered bones of a dragon to prolong my span.”


Here we go again, Remo thought. Since their last assignment, Chiun had been bemoaning his “sad fate.” A Brontosaurus had been found living in the heart of equatorial Africa. The Master of Sinanju, under the impression that the creature was some unknown species of Africa dragon, had talked the head of the organization for which they both worked into letting them rescue the dinosaur from a terrorist group. Chiun had had an ulterior motive. He coveted a dinosaur bone because it was a traditional Oriental belief that the bones of a dragon, ground to powder and mixed in a potion, insured longevity. No amount of argument about the differences between dinosaurs and dragons could sway him. It was only when their superior had ordered them to see to it that the Brontosaurus was safety transported to America for study did Chiun finally, reluctantly, noisily give up on the idea of prolonging his life at the expense the last surviving Brontosaurus.


Remo decided he didn’t want to argue the point once again and simply let out a short sigh. Chiun seemed to get the hint-a major miracle.


“But it is of no moment,” he said dismissively. “I understand these things. Dragons are important. Old men who may have lived out their usefulness are not.”


“It’s not like that at-”


“Hush. I was speaking of death.” Remo subsided. “I will tell you a story now,” Chiun added.


Remo shrugged. “Why not? Maybe it will help me think.”


“You would need a new brain for that.”


“Har de har har,” said Remo, folding his lean arms.


Chiun rearranged his skirts before speaking. “Many are the stories I have told you of my glorious village,” he began, his voice deepening, “the pearl of the East, Sinanju, from which sprang the awesome line which you-a mere white-have been privileged to belong. How the village had the misfortune to perch on the coldest, grayest, most barren waters of the West Korea Bay. How the soil gave up no seedlings. How, in even the good times, the people suffered want and privation.”


“That part I know by heart,” Remo grumbled.


“Good. For one day, as the next in line, it will be your happy task to pass on the story of my ancestors to your pupil.”


“Yeah, and I’ll tell them the truth.”


“Truth! What truth?” The Master of Sinanju spanked his hands together. “Quickly. Speak!”


“I’ll tell him how the villagers were so lax they ate the seeds instead of planting them,” Remo said. “How they never went fishing because the waters were too cold and they couldn’t be bothered to build boats. So the village leader was forced to hire himself and the strongest men of the village out as hired killers and mercenaries to support the lazy ones. Until the days of Hung, who died in his sleep before he could teach Wang, who left the village to meditate and fell asleep in a field, then woke up understanding the secrets of the universe. I still don’t know how that worked, but anyway, Wang had discovered the sun source and he went back to the remaining mercenaries and cut them down because they weren’t needed anymore. After that, Wang and his descendants had a lock on the title of Master of Sinanju.”


Remo paused to see how he was doing.


The visage of the Master of Sinanju was frozen, its webby wrinkles deep with shock. The parchment yellow of his tiny features were slowly turning red, like Donald Duck in a particularly strenuous cartoon. His tiny mouth was a tight button. And as Remo watched, his cheeks began to bulge like Dizzy Gillespie blowing on his trumpet.


When his breath exploded out of his mouth, the words of the Master of Sinanju came like a violent typhoon.


“That is not how the legend goes, pale piece of pig’s ear!” Chiun hissed. “You have everything wrong and nothing right!”


“You forget I’ve been to Sinanju,” Remo countered. “If you and I didn’t send them CARE packages every year, they’d probably all move to Pyongyang and go on welfare.”


“An outrage! My people are country folk. They would not dwell in cities, as I am forced to.”


“Then again, North Korea doesn’t have welfare,” said Remo. “And what does this have to do with Dr. Gregorian?”


“You have not only gotten it all wrong, you have left out the most important part,” Chiun complained.


Remo scrunched up his face in thought.


“Oh, yeah. Every other martial art, from Karate to Kung Fu, was stolen from us. And nobody got it right either. Which is why if Bruce Lee were triplets and still alive, either one of us could take him with our big toe tied behind our back.”


“No! No! The babies! You forgot the babies.”


“Right. The babies,” said Remo, wondering why if Chiun were telling him a story, how come he was doing all the work? “The first Master left the village because the food situation got so bad they had to drown the babies in the bay.”


Chiun lifted an admonishing finger.


“First the females,” Remo added, “because they weren’t good for much except for making more babies, which might not be needed anyway, and then the males-but only if it was absolutely necessary.”


“And this is called?” Chiun prompted.


“‘Sending the babies home to the sea,’” said Remo. “Another word for crap.”


“Crap?”


“That’s right, crap. They were drowning innocent infants. Calling it something fancy and talking about how they’d all be reborn in a better time doesn’t change what it was.”


Chiun cocked his head like a curious chipmunk. “Which is?”


“Murder, plain and simple.”


“No, it was necessity. Just as this Dr. Gregorian is performing a necessary service. Snuffing.”


“Crap.”


“And what would you do if those days were to return and you were Master, Remo?”


“Me?” A cloud of confusion passed over Remo’s face. What would he do? Of course, it was unlikely. Each year the United States sent a submarine crammed with gold to the village of Sinanju in payment for Chiun training Remo in the art of Sinanju. Hardly any of it was spent, either. The human race would probably die out before the gold ran out at the rate it was being spent. But that wasn’t the point. Remo was being tested. His brow furrowed deeply.


“I wouldn’t drown any babies, that’s for sure.”


“You would send them away?”


“Probably.”


“To wander alone and unloved, to be eaten by wild animals-those who did not starve?”


“I’d’ve put them up for adoption then,” Remo said firmly.


“And what of the piteous wailing of their mothers, who would not eat in the grief of not knowing the fate of their children, and without whom there could be no future generations?”


“Okay, I wouldn’t put them up for adoption. I’d…”


“Yes?”


Remo hesitated. He was on the spot. “I just wouldn’t,” he said flatly. “I’d find a way. Something would come to me. I wouldn’t give up until-”


“-until all had expired in the agony of their empty bellies,” Chiun snapped. “You may be a Master of Sinanju, thanks to my indulgence, but you will never possess the grace and wisdom of a true Master. You have a white mind. It sees poetry and reduces it to garbage. Oh, I have tried to drill those traits out of you, Remo, but I can see the error in my ways.” He shook his aged head ruefully. “It is very sad, but I have no choice.”


“To do what?” Remo asked suspiciously.


“To stay alive long enough to see that the boy who will soon issue from Cheeta Ching’s mighty womb is properly trained in the art of Sinanju.”


“I’m glad you brought that up,” Remo said. “I’ve been wanting to clear the air.”


“This is easily done. Simply leave the room and the air will clear itself. Heh heh heh.” Closing his eyes, the Master of Sinanju rocked in time with his own cackling. “Heh heh heh.”


“Why are you on my case all of a sudden?” Remo asked, barely masking the hurt in his voice.


“Since you have become testy with unwarranted jealousy,” Chiun returned.


“Jealous? Me? Of what?”


“Of the boy who is about to be born.”


“One,” Remo said. “You don’t know it’s a boy. Cheeta’s not saying.”


“A grandfather knows these things.”


“Two, it’ll be a cold day when I’m jealous … Wait a minute--did you say grandfather?”


“Merely an expression,” said Chiun, looking away. “Think nothing of it.”


Remo hesitated. For nine months now, ever since Cheeta Ching had announced her pregnancy after a brief interlude with the Master of Sinanju, Remo had believed the child was Chiun’s. Chiun had not discouraged this belief. After all, Chiun had been infatuated with the Korean anchorwoman for over a decade now. And Cheeta had been trying to become pregnant by her husband-with a noticeable lack of success-for years. It all added up, although no one was speaking on the record.


“Let me get this straight,” Remo pressed. “Are you saying you’re not the father?”


“I am not saying that,” Chiun said evasively.


“Then you’re not denying that you’re the father?”


“Cheeta would not be with child were it not for my grace and wisdom.”


“Then you are the father!”


Chiun lifted his bearded chin proudly. “I admit nothing. Cheeta is a married woman. I will not shame her with rumors. Nor will I be lured into making rash statements by jealous persons.”


Remo’s dark eyes narrowed. The Master of Sinanju made a show of arranging his riotous kimono skirts.


“I am not jealous,” Remo repeated.


“No? Then why are you running hither and yon, snuffing Emperor Smith’s enemies as if there were no tomorrow? You are hardly ever home anymore.”


Remo made a violent, sweeping gesture that took in the entire room. “You call this pile of stone home?”


“You will be fortunate indeed if your next emperor bestows upon you a castle,” Chiun said aridly.


“This isn’t a castle,” Remo said hotly. “It’s a freaking church turned into condos and foisted off on you by Smith. I can’t believe you fell for his lame sales pitch. He tells you it’s a castle with a great meditation room. This is the steeple, for crying out loud!”


“It is true,” Chiun said in an injured tone, “that this castle is not as large as I would have liked, but this is a new country and sadly deprived of royalty. Its castles are lamentably few. I was forced to settle.”


“I got news for you, you settled for a freaking church-turned-condo.”


“Also,” Chiun added, “there was the urgent need to prepare a suitable dwelling for the boy who is to be born.”


“If Cheeta and her brat move in, I’m moving out.”


“I would not trust you to change the diapers of a son of pure Korean blood,” Chiun sniffed disdainfully, “you who would not grant a starving child the boon of sending him home to the sea, but instead let him be eaten by wild wolves.”
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