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CHAPTER ONE


MORE THAN A YEAR after Tiananmen Square, the tanks still rolled through Zhang Zingzong’s dreams.


They lunged at him, their caterpillar-tread teeth seeking his feet, his hands, his frail human bones, and he would run. But there would be no place to run, for Zhang was surrounded by T-55 tanks.


It was not the sound of their treads clawing for his bones that awoke Zhang Zingzong at twelve minutes past midnight on a Tuesday evening in the city of New Rochelle, thousands of li from Beijing.


Even as he bolted from sleep, his ears rang with their clatter and the terrible pong polls pong sound that, more than the T-55’s, haunted his waking hours.


The room was too bright. Moonlight washing through the thin window curtains was like white neon. It made a distorted triangle pattern on the bedspread and wall.


Blinking his almond eyes, Zhang Zingzong fumbled a pack of cigarettes off the nightstand. He speared out a single one. He took it in his dry mouth. The fibery taste of the American filter scratched his tongue. In disgust, he spit it out and threw off the covers.


Zhang Zingzong perched on the edge of his bed, his brain thick with unresolved dreams, his lungs like concrete wings. As he pulled the nightstand drawer open, he saw why the moonlight was so intense.


It was snowing outside. The flakes fell thickly, like scabs of lunar dust.


A spidery cedar was already heavy with accumulation. Beyond it, housetops were pristine sugar-dusted fantasies.


Zhang Zingzong found his last pack of Panda cigarettes, which he kept sealed in a plastic sandwich bag.


He pulled apart the seal and fished out a single cigarette, noting he was down to four.


He lit it with a Colibri lighter and sucked down the coarse, aromatic tobacco smoke. After two puffs, his head felt clearer and he went to the window.


The ethereal beauty of New Rochelle wrapped in a midnight snowfall held his attention, all thought of Tiananmen Square dispelled by the swirl of countless white flakes.


Then Zhang Zingzong saw the footprints.


They were ordinary footprints. One pair, they broke the even snow on the safe-house walkway like well-spaced intrusions. Although they were fresh, the falling snow was already beginning to soften their cookie-cutter edges.


Something disturbed Zhang Zingzong about the footprints. They appeared to lead from his front door to a long black car that was parked out front. For a moment his concentration shifted from the footprints to the silent car.


Obviously a limousine, it was a model he had never seen. It was not a Lincoln Continental. One had whisked him from the San Francisco airport to the first of many safe houses strung across the United States. He wondered if it was an official car and why his guard had left the house to go to it.


For Zhang Zingzong jumped to a logical conclusion. Except for a single FBI guard, he was the only person in the house. There were footprints leading from the house to the mysterious car; therefore, his guard had gone to the car.


Why had the driver not come to the house? he wondered.


Was something wrong? Would they have to move again, as they had in Paris, San Francisco, and again in that cold ugly city with the odd name, Buffalo? Zhang Zingzong had thought he would be liquidated in Buffalo. Only quick action by the FBI had extracted him from that situation.


Zhang Zingzong was considering getting into street clothes when he took another look at the footprints. His sharp eyes told him something was not right. He looked harder, his eyes squeezing against the harsh moonlight reflecting off the snow until they were like black slits in his white-brown face.


He saw it then. It made the skin of his bare back gather and crawl. He involuntarily worried the short hairs at the back of his neck with a nervous hand.


For the accumulating snow was quickly filling the foot-prints. Soon they would be obliterated. That was not the thing that made a thrill of supernatural fear clutch at Zhang Zingzong’s heart, a heart that had not quailed at the sight of tanks rumbling through Tiananmen Square, a heart that had seen what the cruel steel treads could do to human flesh and bone.


What impelled Zhang Zingzong to jump into his jeans and throw on a shirt was the indisputable fact that the footprints furthest from the black limousine were freshest.


Zhang Zingzong did not know what it truly meant. The footsteps were plainly going toward the car. But those nearest it were fast blurring in the gentle downfall. There was no wind, so drifting would not explain the phenomenon.


Except that it meant the owner of them had come to the house from the car. Someone unknown to Zhang Zingzong, perhaps someone unfriendly to Zhang Zingzong.


Zhang Zingzong shoved his sockless feet into his Reeboks and stuffed his wallet into the tight jeans pocket. He breathed through his mouth, in gulps like a beached fish.


Creeping to the closed bedroom door, he put one ear to it. He heard no sounds at first, and then he detected footsteps. Padding footsteps, not like the American FBI agent. Six months on the run had made everything about the man, from his stale breath to his heavy-footed walk, as familiar to Zhang Zingzong as the rose-petal scent of his own wife, who was still in Beijing.


These were not his footsteps. They moved unsurely. Once, a lamp wobbled on a coffee table and stopped suddenly. A leg brushing a table and two quick hands reaching out to prevent the crash of an upset lamp. The image leapt into Zhang Zingzong’s mind as clearly as if the bedroom door was transparent.


That settled the last of Zhang Zingzong’s wavering indecision. He leapt to the bed and got down on his stomach. Reaching in with both hands, he found his khaki knapsack, the same one that had borne his meager supplies on the long trek to Canton. He yanked it out by the straps, felt the square-edged shape inside, and went to the window as quietly as possible.


The pack on his back, he undid the window latch and shoved the pane up. It rose with barely a scrape, for which Zhang Zingzong was silently grateful.


The storm window was another matter. He did not instantly fathom its construction. Did it lift or pull out? He felt around the edges, seeking a clue, his smoldering Panda dangling from his tight mouth.


He sucked in a breath, tasting tobacco smoke. It reminded him of those precious last four cigarettes.


Zhang Zingzong rushed to the nightstand and grabbed his last pack of Pandas. It was a foolish thing to do, but as it turned out, very fortunate.


Turning from the nightstand, Zhang Zingzong saw the line of light spring to life under the bedroom door.


The boldness of that act told him instantly that his FBI guard was no more.


Zhang Zingzong picked up a wooden chair, and holding it legs-out as he had been taught by the FBI to ward off knifewielding assassins, charged the stubborn storm window.


The stout legs splintered going through the thick glass and the chair back knocked the breath from Zingzong’s smokefilled lungs. But it worked. The impact of the chair carried him safely through the glass and into the soft snow.


He jumped up, throwing off shards of glass and dusty dry snowflakes.


His eyes went everywhere, seeking a safe escape route.


The driver’s door of the limousine popped open, and an apparition stepped out.


It seemed to be a man garbed entirely in a black uniform. He wore a peaked cap, military style. Its brim shadowed his face as he walked slowly and catlike toward Zhang Zingzong.


He moved with an easy-limbed grace, as if he were in no hurry.


And as he approached, his head lifted, revealing a cruel, certain smile-but only gleaming black where his upper face should be.


“Ting!” Zhang cried. “Stop! Come no closer!”


The man in black quickened his pace.


Zhang stood frozen, transfixed by the half-hidden gaze of the approaching man. His fear was palpable. Unlike the blind tanks, he felt there was no escape from this black devil.


A shot broke his paralysis. It came from inside the house. Hoarse shouting followed. The FBI man! He lived!


“Tom! I out here!”


Another shot. A window broke, and from within the house another voice, guttural and harsh, spoke one word in Chinese: “Sagwa!”


Zhang Zingzong’s eyes were pulled from the house back to his stalker. Abandoning his sure pantherlike approach, the man in black raced for the front door, going through it like an ebony arrow.


That was all Zhang Zingzong needed. Slipping and sliding, he ran down the streets of the foreign land of America, where he had thought he would be safe, and was not.


As he stumbled around a corner, he wondered why the guttural voice had called him sagwa. He was a college student.




CHAPTER TWO


HIS NAME WAS REMO and he really, really knew his rice.


“Let me have a bag of that long white, and some brown,” he told the blond at the health-food store. “Got any Blue Rose?”


“I never heard of Blue Rose,” the blond admitted. She was tall and willowy. Her long straight hair looked as if it had been ironed. Remo didn’t think anyone ironed her hair anymore. Not since Janis Joplin.


“Grows only in Thailand,” Remo told her. “Has kind of a nutty taste.”


“Really?” the blond said, her deep brown eyes growing limpid. “Maybe I can special-order some.”


“In that case, put me down for as much as you can get.”


“You must like it a lot.”


“I eat a lot of rice. A lot of rice. When you eat as much rice as I do, variety is important.”


“I’ll bet.”


“In fact it’s critical,” Remo went on. “If I had to go on just domestic Carolina, I’m not sure my sanity would survive.”


“Sounds tres New Age,” the blond prompted.


“It’s not,” Remo said flatly. “How about Patna? Got any of that?”


“That’s another one I never heard of,” she admitted. “Are you some kind of rice connoisseur?” “I didn’t start out that way,” Remo admitted glumly, his eyes scanning the shelves of glass containers with their heaps of hard rice grains. Most of them contained the usual boring domestic lowlands, California Carolo’s and Louisiana Rexoro’s and Nato’s. “Let’s see …”


“How about wild rice?”


Remo frowned. “Not really.” He was going to say that wild rice was no more rice than white chocolate was true chocolate. But why bother? Only another rice connoisseur would appreciate the distinction.


“Guess I’ll take some short-grain white,” Remo said. He pointed at one container and said, “Let me see that one.”


The container came down off the shelf and Remo lifted the lid. As the blond watched, he took a pinch of grain to his lips and tasted it carefully.


“Pearl,” he pronounced with the authority of a wine taster. “Grown in Java.”


The blond’s eyes widened in surprise. “You can tell that by tasting?”


“Sure. It has that iron tang. Goes away in the cooking-unless you undercook it, of course.”


“I’ll bet your wife never, ever undercooks your rice.”


“Absolutely correct,” Remo said, disposing of the tasted grain in a wicker wastebasket.


The blond acquired a slightly sad pout.


“Since I don’t have a wife,” Remo finished.


The pout jumped back into her mouth and her lips curved into a smile.


Her reaction was not lost on Remo Williams. He pretended not to notice it as the blond busied herself scooping quantities of rice into clear plastic bags, tying them with twister seals and making small talk.


“Hope you’re not planning to carry all these home on foot,” she quipped.


Remo jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s my car out front.”


The blond looked up, her brown eyes curious to see what kind of car a rice authority would drive. Her curiosity froze.


“What car?” she asked.


“The blue one,” Remo said absently, scanning rice labels.


“Shouldn’t it be waiting for you?”


Remo turned. There was no blue car parked out front.


Came a screeching of tires and a blue Buick Regal suddenly jumped into view, going in the opposite direction it had been pointing when Remo had parked it minutes before.


Hunched behind the wheel was a black man Remo had never seen before.


“Damn!” he bit out. Remo raced for the door as the car picked up speed. The blond followed.


“Should I call 911?” she gasped, her eyes fever-bright.


“No,” Remo said grimly. “I’ll handle it.”


“You will?”


Remo Williams began running. He started off with an easy, joggerlike pace, his bare forearms up, fists not loose-fingered, but tight. His thin, just-this-side-of-cruel mouth was grim.


He hit his stride at forty-five miles an hour, his mouth slightly parted. If he was exerting himself, there was no sign of strain on his high-cheekboned face. Only tight determination showed in his deep-set brown eyes.


He caught up to the Buick at a stoplight.


The driver wore a pea jacket and his hair was razored close at the temples. The name “Shariff” was shaved in bare scalp. He pretended not to notice Remo tapping on his window, so Remo planted his feet the way he had been taught and grasped the door handle firmly, waiting for the red light to change.


The driver-he looked about twenty-two-continued to ignore him as he fiddled with Remo’s radio. The arrogance of the youth’s nonchalance made Remo’s blood boil. He calmed himself, thinking that he was not going to be ignored much longer.


The light turned green.


The driver hit the accelerator.


The rear tires spun, throwing off rubbery clouds of smoke.


The Buick stayed in place. A station wagon directly behind started to honk. With his free hand, Remo waved the car to go around him. His other hand held on to the driver’s-side door handle, his feet rooted on the asphalt street as if by Super-Glue.


Remo waited patiently for Shariff to notice him. It was taking a while. The guy jammed the accelerator to the floor. The rear tires spun faster, shaving hot rubber off his treads. They were winter tires, so Remo didn’t sweat the loss of tread. Besides which, he’d get satisfaction from the car thief soon enough.


Finally the driver released the gas. He put his nose to the glass and looked up at Remo.


Evidently he was not frightened by what he saw, a skinny dude of indeterminate age wearing-despite the winter chill-a black T-shirt and black chinos, because he rolled down the window.


“You mind?” he said.


“Yes, I do mind,” Remo said pleasantly. “You are sitting behind the wheel of my car.”


“This?”


“Do you see any other wheel you’re sitting behind?”


“This your car?”


“I answered that. Now, you answer this: Why are you driving my car?”


“You weren’t using it.”


“So you just felt free to steal it, is that it?”


“I ain’t stealin’ it! Get outta my face with that shit!”


Remo leaned down. He bestowed a friendly disarming smile on the tough’s scowling face. “Correct me if I’m mistaken, Shariff, but isn’t that a screwdriver where my ignition used to be?”


“What you expect? You forgot to leave me the keys.” His tone changed. “How you know my name?”


“ESP,” Remo said.


“ESP? How you do that?”


“Do what?”


“That thing you did before. Had the pedal to the metal and I wasn’t goin’ nowhere. You shoulda been yanked along for the ride. Instead, I’m wastin’ time talkin’ witchu.”


Remo made his voice contrite. “Sorry about that.”


“You gonna tell me how you do that, or what?”


“Sinanju.”


“Spell it. I wanna buy it, learn it, or steal it. Whatever it takes.”


“Actually, it takes about fifteen years and seventy tons of rice just to master the basics. Then you really have to buckle down.”


“Don’t have that kind of time. Now that I got this fine car, I plan on moving up in the world, Jim.”


“The name’s Remo.”


“Thought you said it was Sinanju.”


“I can see why you’re stealing cars,” Remo sighed. “Sinanju is what I do. It’s kinda like … fahrvergnugen.”


“Say what?”


“You know the TV commercials about being at one with your car?”


“Mighta come across it once or twice,” Shariff allowed.


Remo waved another car through the intersection. “Well, Sinanju is kinda like that, except you don’t need a car.”


“That’s good,” Shariff said, “because you ain’t got a car no more. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll be gettin’ on my way.”


Shariff hit the accelerator. Remo was ready. The black car thief had telegraphed his intentions so loudly he might as well have shouted them.


This time, Remo didn’t hold the car in place. He let it accelerate. But he stood his ground, keeping hold of the door handle.


As a result, the Buick described an arc in the slippery snow until it spun into the opposite lane, pointing back toward the health-food store where the blond stood watching him, clutching herself against a shivery wind.


“Why you do that for?” Shariff complained. “Now I’m pointin’ the wrong way!”


“Because that way’s where my car was parked before you interrupted my life with your sociopathic intrusion,” Remo said without malice.


“Was that farfarnugat?”


“You must mean fahrvergnugen, and no, you weren’t paying attention. Sinanju is what I do. Fahrvergnugen was only a metaphor.”


“Yeah, well, metaphor this, sucker!”


A machine pistol jumped into the man’s hand.


“Nice Uzi,” Remo commented.


“You stupid? This here’s a Mac-10. Drive-by heaven.”


“All guns look alike to me,” Remo said, “and don’t tell me you’re going to shoot me simply because I want my car back.”


“No, I’m gonna shoot you because you’re holdin’ up my life.”


“That’s even less of a reason,” Remo said, and stuck his index finger into the muzzle of the weapon. It didn’t quite fit.


“You think I’m jokin’?” Shariff spat.


“Try me,” Remo invited.


Shariff hesitated. There was something in the deep eyes of the skinny guy with the thick wrists, something that said he was not afraid.


“Fahrvergnugen work against guns too?” he wondered.


“Ask Volkswagen,” Remo said, forcing his finger into the barrel with sudden violence.


With a crack!, the steel gun barrel split along its top seam clear back to the breech, changing the black man’s hesitant expression to one of soul-disturbing doubt. His eyes got wide, then narrowed, then widened again as his thinking processes methodically considered and rejected various explanations for the impossible calamity that had befallen his weapon.


Finally he opened his mouth.


“You broke my Mac!” he wailed. “Why you do that?”


“You were about to shoot me,” Remo said politely. “Come back to you?”


“Says who?”


“Every telltale muscle in your dishonest body.”


“Prove it. It’s your word against mine!”


“And it’s my car,” Remo said, withdrawing his steel-hard but unexceptional forefinger from the burst gun barrel and placing it to the teenager’s forehead.


“What you gonna do with that?” Shariff wanted to know, his eyes trying to focus on the threatening digit. He was getting cross-eyed with the effort.


“That depends.”


Shariff gulped. “On what?”


“On how fast you return my car to where I left it.”


“Six seconds do you?”


“Make it five.”


“Done. Hop in. Give you a lift.”


“I’ll meet you there. I’ve seen you drive.”


“You got it!”


Remo withdrew his finger. The black man’s head snapped around. He fixed his slowly uncrossing eyes on the empty parking space and hit the accelerator.


Four-point-nine seconds later, he screeched to a slippery halt before the store and jumped out of the car as if it were on fire.


He looked back up the street.


“I don’t see the dude,” he muttered to the blond. “Do you?”


A very, very hard finger tapped him on the shoulder once. He jumped, turning in place.


Standing on the sidewalk, not appearing winded at all, was the white dude whose name was Remo Farfarnugat, or something like that.


“Nice parking job,” Remo complimented.


“Thanks.”


“You only got one wheel up on the sidewalk.”


“I’m going now,” Shariff said, starting off.


“Not so fast,” Remo said, arresting the youth with a hand on his shoulder.


“Hey, I did whatchu said.”


“Let’s take it a step further. I need help loading up.”


“What do I look like-Jimmy Friggin’ Hoffa!”


“Want to compare expressions face-to-face?”


“What you need loaded?”


“In there. Rice. Just put it in the trunk.”


The black man went into the store. He came out with his arms full of rice in bags.


Remo opened the trunk for him. He went in for another trip.


“I saw what you did,” the blond said.


“No, you didn’t,” Remo said. But he smiled when he said it.


“Okay, I didn’t see what you did. But how did you do it?”


“You’ve heard of fahrvergnugen?”


“Sure. I drive a Jetta.”


“Well, this is super fahrvergnugen.”


“Amazing. Teach it to me?”


“No,” Remo said flatly.


He felt her hand on his half-bare bicep. “Please?”


Remo looked at her uptilted face, her half-parted, appealing mouth, and considered changing his mind.


He exhaled a long sigh instead.


Gently Remo disengaged the blond’s fingers as the youth came out with the last of the rice.


“You sure must eat a lot of rice,” Shariff muttered.


“I do,” Remo returned. “And if you’re standing there with your hand out for a tip, you’re gonna freeze in place and the pigeons are going to redecorate your ’do.”


“That’s the thanks I get for luggin’ your stuff all the way to your damn car!” Shariff snarled.


“If you hadn’t come along, pal, I’d have done it myself and been home by now.”


“Point taken. I’m going.”


“Don’t stop till you come to a state line or an ocean,” Remo called after him.


As they watched Shariff turn a corner, the blond turned to Remo and said bravely, “Where were we?” She bit her lip, waiting for a reply.


Remo said without a trace of feeling one way or the other, “I was about to drive home with my rice and you were about to inventory your cash register for missing twenties.”


One hand flew to her mouth. “My register! Oh, my God!” She bolted into the store.


When, after a moment, she didn’t scream, Remo slid behind the wheel and pulled away from the curb. The car bounced violently as the front tire dropped off the curbstone.


Remo pulled into traffic, his face a frown of unhappiness.


He wasn’t sure what bothered him more-walking away from an attractive blond or losing a convenient source of rice.


Either way, Remo could never set foot in that store again. She had seen him perform impossible stunts. That made her a security risk. He couldn’t jeopardize her life by becoming friendly. Not here in Rye, New York, where he lived and where his boss and the organization for which he worked was headquartered.


There was no telling what Dr. Harold W. Smith would do if Remo Williams started dating a Rye girl. Probably have her eliminated in the name of national security. Anything was possible.


As Remo left the shopping area, he drove past the car thief, who was grumpily trooping down the street. Remo gave him an angry blast of his horn as he drove past, causing the man to jump. Shariff turned, and upon recognizing Remo, dived for cover. His maimed Mac-10 skittered out from under his pea coat.


And that was another thing. Normally Remo would have killed the thief too. But that might raise a ruckus, and the last thing Remo wanted to do was cause problems in Rye. Smith would probably force him to sell his house and relocate. He had had two decades of relocating. He was settled now. Forever, he hoped.


Once, Remo’s aspirations had been simple.


He had been a Newark, New Jersey, beat cop. His dreams were limited to a sergeant’s desk, a wife, and a nice suburban house with a white picket fence.


Harold W. Smith had changed that forever. It was Smith, in his capacity as director of CURE, a supersecret government organization that Remo had never heard of then and which virtually no one knew of today, who had engineered a frame so perfect that no one dreamed that Remo Williams, honest foot-slogging Remo Williams, had not killed a certain pusher in a certain alley and dropped his badge beside the body so very long ago.


Remo landed on death row so fast he thought the world had been turned upside down. And that was only the beginning. His life-his true life-began after he’d walked the last mile at Trenton State Prison and sat in an electric chair that sent a jolt through every jumping fiber in his body.


It did not kill him. He woke up later in a place called Folcroft Sanitarium with a new face and a choice so stark he wondered if he had died and gone to some sinister catch-22 hell: Join CURE as its enforcement arm or fry for real.


And although Remo Williams had gotten a second chance in life, his dreams of a wife and family and white picket fence were irretrievably lost.


It had taken most of the twenty years he’d worked for CURE to realize-or accept-it.


Twenty years of training in Sinanju, the fahrvergnugen of martial arts. Twenty years that had taught him to conquer all physical limitations, including absolute mastery of the opposite sex.


Under the tutelage of the Master of Sinanju-the last of a long line of professional assassins going back five millennia-Remo had discovered the thirty-seven steps to bringing a woman to blissful ecstasy. The same knowledge that unlocked the power to hold a car in place despite the best efforts of six sparking cylinders sent out subtle sexual signals that most woman responded to on an instinctive level. And that while Remo simply stood there trying to read rice labels.


The earliest steps could bring a woman to exquisite climax-and leave Remo listening to his bed partner’s snores.


This was only another reason why, as the years went on, Remo had stopped bothering. What was in it for him?


Pulling into the driveway of the suburban house he had finally acquired after two decades of anonymously liquidating America’s enemies, Remo wore an unhappy expression.


He carried the expression into the kitchen, along with the first two bags of rice, thinking he would gladly trade in part of his abilities for a measure of sexual satisfaction and get back a tiny spark of that old dead dream.


From the other room came the sound of a TV. The Master of Sinanju, enjoying his leisure.


Remo went out to the car, his hurt eyes glancing over to the Tudor-style house next door. The home of Harold W. Smith. It reminded him that this was all Smith’s fault.


The thought struck him as he lifted the trunk. He shut it with a metallic slam.


Grimly Remo walked up to Smith’s front door and rapped the imitation-brass lion’s-head knocker against the door.


The door opened, framing a stoop-shouldered man of advanced years and rimless spectacles. Harold W. Smith looked indecisively in both directions, knuckles tightening on the door. “Remo!”


From behind him, a woman’s voice asked, “Harold, who is it?”


That decided Smith. He closed the door behind him.


“Remo! What is this?” His croak was anxious.


“I just have one thing to say to you,” Remo told him.


Smith adjusted his glasses. “Yes?”


“This is all your fault.”


And with that, Remo turned on his heel and went back to finish carrying rice into his empty home. His supersensitive hearing picked up the frumpy voice of Mrs. Smith asking Harold who had been at her front door.


The answer infuriated Remo: “Just the paper boy, dear.”


Remo finished putting the brown rice in the brown-rice cabinet, the white rice in the white-rice cabinet, and the exotic varieties in the others. There were five cabinets over the sink. Four of them were packed with rice in various containers.


With any luck, Remo thought glumly, the supply would last three weeks.


Remo left the kitchen to break the bad news to the Master of Sinanju.


“Little Father …” he began.


A spindly arm lifted, dropping a silken sleeve.


“Hush,” a squeaky voice said. The figure of the Master of Sinanju occupied a floor space no greater than might a German shepherd.


Before a big-screen projection TV, he sat, his legs tucked under one another in the classic Asian lotus position. His kimono was like a monarch butterfly’s wings replicated in silk-orange and black and iridescent.


Remo looked to the screen. He was surprised to see, not a British soap opera-Chiun’s latest passion-but a documentary of some sort.


And because the Master of Sinanju was not watching a soap opera, Remo knew he could interrupt without risking a minor rebuke such as a compound leg fracture.


“Little Father, we need to talk,” he said firmly.


“Remo!” the Master of Sinanju snapped. His wizened face glanced around, his clear hazel eyes annoyed. They were the only youthful aspect of the dusty lunar map of his features. “Not now!”


Remo folded his arms, his face a thundercloud of unhappiness. He thought about storming out, but he knew better than to escalate an argument he could never hope to win.


He wondered what Chiun, reigning Master of Sinanju, found so interesting. As Remo watched, scratchy archival footage from another time flickered on the screen. A crisp narrator’s voice was saying, “Amelia Earhart left New Guinea on her fateful voyage on July 1, 1937, and was never seen again. Many theories have been put forth since her plane was lost over the South Pacific, but the mystery has never been solved.”


From the Master of Sinanju came a derisive snort and a butterfly fluttering of his exquisitely long fingernails.


The announcer’s overfed face appeared on the screen, looking serious. “We at Ten-Thousand-Dollar Reward believe there is no mystery that cannot be solved,” he continued. “Somewhere out there is someone who knows what befell the brave aviatrix on her flight into the unknown. The producers of this program have placed ten thousand dollars in a trust fund to be paid to the first person to provide a credible documented account of Amelia Earhart’s fate. If you are that person, call the eight-hundred number on this screen. Now!”


Twin puffs of hair floating over the Master of Sinanju’s tiny ears like volcanic steam quivered in anticipation.


Remo detected that tiny warning subliminally. He stepped back in time to escape the explosion of butterfly silk that was the Master of Sinanju coming to full boil.


“Quickly, Remo!” Chiun cried, whirling about. “Fetch the telephone device. We must call this number!”


Remo eyed the Master of Sinanju, his arms flung out like wings, his wispy beard barely visible under his anguished mouth.


And he did not move.


“Did you not hear me, deaf one?” Chiun squeaked. Even with his arms upraised, he looked tiny.


“I hear you fine,” Remo said calmly. “Just as you heard me when I wanted to talk to you.”


“But the reward!” Chiun cried, his squeaky voice twisting with imminent loss.


“You know where the phone is,” Remo said casually.


“But I do not know how to work it properly!”


“Just press the buttons, like any lesser mortal,” Remo offered, his hands sweeping to the telephone on a tiny table, the only bit of furniture in the bare room other than the big TV.


“Very well, I will,” said the Master of Sinanju, lowering his sail-like arms. He shrank to his normal height, which was barely five-feet-five. He padded toward the telephone on white sandals. His feet made an audible sound only because the Master of Sinanju wished to make his unhappiness known to his pupil.


“But I will not share the reward with you,” he warned as he lifted the receiver to his face. Remo noticed with a smile-suppressing tightening of his lips that Chiun placed the earpiece to his prim mouth.


“Don’t tell me you actually think you can convince the TV people you know what happened to Amelia Earhart,” Remo said.


“I do and I will,” said Chiun, stabbing push buttons with a long-nailed forefinger. The nails kept getting in the way-the true reason Chiun did not like using telephones.


“They won’t believe you,” Remo warned.


“I know where the body is.”


“You do?” Remo said, a perplexed frown eradicating his smug expression.


“She was not lost, as many believe,” Chiun retorted, one eye on the treacherous, nail-snagging keypad. “No storm claimed her craft-unless the sweet wind that has blown through the centuries is a typhoon.”


“Sweet wind? I don’t think I like where this is going ….”


Chiun stabbed the O-for-operator button. He pressed too hard, making three zeros and not two. When he finished dialing, a feminine but mechanical voice said, “The number you have called is not a working number.”


“But it was just on the television!” Chiun screamed into the earpiece. “I demand that you connect me!”


The voice repeated the message and the Master of Sinanju hung up huffily.


“These devices are impossible!” he shrieked. He turned to Remo, pointing an accusing finger. “You! I must claim that reward! Name your price!”


“Half,” Remo said.


“Too much!”


“Three-quarters!”


“You are going high when you should be going low!” Chiun cried in exasperation. He grabbed his decorative hair puffs as if to yank them out by the roots.


“The more you stall, the higher my price goes,” Remo told him, enjoying the rare experience of having leverage over the other man to bring him to this sorry sexless state in life.


“Bandit!” Chiun accused.


“Sticks and stones will break my bones, but names will cost you ten percent more,” Remo sang out.


Chiun turned his back. “I will not be dragged into this insane negotiation,” he said huffily.


“Suits me. You’ll never see the reward anyway.”


Chiun spun about like a fury. “I will so!”


“Prove it to me,” Remo invited, folding his arms. “I’ll be the judge.”


The Master of Sinanju hesitated. His lifted chin dropped, making the wispy tendril of a beard jump out against his orange-and-black kimono. “How do I know you will not call these people when my back is turned, and claim the reward for yourself?”


“Good point,” Remo said. “Why don’t we just forget the whole thing?”


Chiun stamped one foot like a petulant child. “I will not! The reward is rightfully mine.”


“Why?”


“Because we eliminated the dirty spy of a woman.”


Despite the earlier hint, Remo was taken aback by the Master of Sinanju’s venomous pronouncement.


“One of your ancestors killed Amelia Earhart?” he blurted out.


“No,” said Chiun.


“That’s a relief,” said Remo. “For a minute I-”


“I did,” added Chiun.


“You!”


“It was during a prelude to the Second Idiocy of the Barbarians,” Chiun explained. Remo recognized the oft-used euphemism for World War II. “This woman was a spy, working for the Americans.”


“Who did you work for?” Remo wondered.


“Why, those she intended to spy upon, of course.”


“Not the Japanese?” Remo demanded.


“Possibly,” Chiun said in an evasive voice.


“You worked for the Japanese?” Remo said, aghast.


“I said possibly,” Chiun admitted in a quieter voice. “It was many years ago.”


“The same sneaky, treacherous, unworthy Japanese you revile at every opportunity?”


“Not all Japanese are to be described so harshly,” Chiun allowed. “There are a few who are worthy-for Japanese.”


“I thought you hated the Japanese.”


“I do not hate their money,” Chiun retorted, gathering up his autumnal kimono sleeves.


“You don’t hate anyone’s money,” Remo snapped. “You worked for the Japanese. The people who conquered Korea, so-called land of eternal perfection?”


“It was a special case,” Chiun said, tight voiced.


“So tell me the story,” Remo invited, toeing a tatami mat in front of him. He sat down, folding his legs, and assumed a patient expression.


The Master of Sinanju looked to the telephone. His many wrinkles bunched together in frustration. Then he stalked back to the television and assumed his own mat. He sat down with his back to his pupil.


Remo vented a sigh, got up, and brought his mat around. When he resumed his seat, Chiun wore an inscrutable expression, but his eyes gleamed with his minor victory.


“This was in the starving years,” began the Master of Sinanju in a doleful voice. “There was little food. The babies were hungry from sunup to sundown. The Chinese were at war with the Japanese and the Japanese vexed the Chinese. For the House of Sinanju, the finest assassins known to history, there was no work from either of them. I was young then-not that I am not young still-but younger, not yet having seen the majority of the years I have so far enjoyed.”


“Get to it,” Remo said.


“The emperor of Japan had heard of an American woman who sought to spy in his empire. Word was sent to the village of Sinanju. A man came on foot, and because he was Japanese, he was not allowed to tread our sacred soil.”


“Mud, you mean,” said Remo, who had been to Chiun’s ancestral home, a pitiful mud flat on the West Korea Bay, where the men fished and the fish hid. The women did most of the work of feeding the village. The Masters of Sinanju-a line that stretched back five thousand years-supported them all by working as royal assassins to the great thrones of history.


“I treated with this man and accepted the gold that paid for the flying woman’s life,” Chiun continued. “That was the difficult part. Accepting Japanese gold. I was forced to wash it. Twice.”


“Cut to the chase, will you, Chiun?”


“It was a simple matter then to journey to a place where the aircraft was being refueled and gain passage.”


“You were a passenger on Amelia Earhart’s last flight?”


“She did not know that-until it was too late.”


Remo winced. “So what happened?”


“She experienced what might be called mechanical difficulties and, in the parlance of that time, ditched in the ocean.”


“Then?”


“The unfortunate woman drowned, along with her craft.”


“And you?”


Chiun’s feathery eyebrows shot up. “Need you ask? I did not drown, and therefore I am here to pass on the heritage of the House of Sinanju to you, its latest heir. Ingrate.”


“You killed Amelia Earhart,” Remo whispered in shock.


Chiun shook his aged head. “No, we killed Amelia Earhart, for it is written in the Book of Sinanju that each Master builds on the work of the Masters who came before him, and each Master’s achievements are a gift to later generations. You are Sinanju, Remo. Therefore you have claim to the credit, and the reward. Ten percent and not a penny more!” Chiun said quickly.


“No deal,” Remo shot back. “And let’s stick to the subject.”


“This is the subject.”


“No, it isn’t. I came in here to talk about my lousy sex life.”


“How can something that does not exist be lousy?” Chiun pointed out.


“Exactly.”


“I am prepared to talk to you about your lousy sex life, Remo,” Chiun offered. “Within the bounds of good taste, of course.”


“And for a price,” Remo said acidly.


“Five percent of your ten percent. Agreed?”


“No. I don’t want to talk about my sex life anymore.”


“Your lousy sex life,” Chiun corrected.


“My lousy sex life,” Remo growled. “I want to talk about you, and what you did before you worked for America.”


“I do not work for America. I work for Emperor Smith. Remember this. One does not work for nations, for they shift boundaries with the changing times and speak with no single voice. But an emperor is a different matter.”


“Before America, who?”


“Immediately before America, I worked for no one. You know that story, Remo. There was no work. I had no heir, for my wicked nephew, Nuihc, had become a renegade. The village of Sinanju had fallen on evil times. I could find no worthy heir and so I resigned myself to living out the natural span of my years knowing that I was the last Master of Sinanju.”


“It wasn’t always that way,” Remo countered. “If you worked for the Japanese in the thirties, you must have worked for other clients. Fess up. Who?”


Chiun stroked his wispy beard. “Why do you suddenly wish to know this, Remo? We have known each other for many years. Never before have you asked me about my past.”


“I never gave it much thought before,” Remo admitted. “So who else did you kill?”


“We,” Chiun corrected.


“Who? Gandhi?”


“The price was too low and I was too proud to work cheap,” Chiun said flatly. “Amateurs got that one.”


“Who else?” Remo pressed.


“There were so many. I cannot recall their names,” Chiun said evasively.


“Okay, let’s try it from another angle. Other than the Japanese, who did you work for?”


“I had clients in my young days, it is true. Some minor princes. No one you would know.”


“Hitler?”


“That posturing Austrian?” Chiun spat. “Too late, I was assigned to eradicate that one. I was cheated of my fee.”


“By the British or the Russians?”


“By the victim. He heard of my approach and immolated himself. The coward.” “I’m not hearing names,” Remo said evenly.


“You would not recognize many of them. You are too young. They were before your time.”


“Names. C’mon. You’re hiding something. For years you’ve been regaling me with stories of previous Masters, but hardly any of your own. Who’d you work for before America?”


“A Chinese,” Chiun admitted.


“Not the thieving Chinese, scourge of the Sinanju collection agency? The one who defaulted on a fifteen-dollar fee in 1421?”


“Not the Chinese. A Chinese. An individual. A mandarin.”


“Not an emperor?”


“He was ambitious. This was before the Communists, of course.”


“Would I know of him?”


“Not under his true name. But he was known to the West under a silly name, Fu Achoo, or some such nonsense.”


Remo made a face. “Fu … you can’t mean Fu Manchu?”


“See? Even you understand what a ridiculous name it is. It was that lunatic British scribbler’s fault. He disseminated all manner of lies and slanders about me.”


“You? What are you talking about? I read those books as a kid. I don’t remember any Korean assassins in them.”


“Precisely, Remo. He changed everything willy-nilly. Where the Master of Sinanju was at work, he improvised Dacoits. I think that was in The Ears of Fu Achoo. Dacoits are always cutting their own fingers off by accident. Poisonous spiders, venomous scorpions, and other insects abound in those ridiculous books. But not one single Korean. I ended up on the cutting-room floor.”


“You’re mixing your media, but I get what you say.”


“It was that so-called author who was mixed up. Imagine a Chinese named Fu Manchu. The Manchus are not even Chinese. They are nomads, like the Mongols. It would be like naming you Remo Apache.”


“Little Father, I think you’re pulling my leg. Fu Manchu was a fictitious character. He never existed.”


“His gold existed,” Chiun shot back.


“I don’t believe you. You’re just telling me this to hide the truth.”


“Then do not believe me,” Chiun sniffed. “Your lack of faith does not change the truth, only your perception of what is truth and what is falsehood.”


“So what happened to this alleged client?”


“He died. Then the hard days began. It was very long ago, and the memories unpleasant. Not like the bird woman, Amelia. Now, that was a magnificent assassination, the first in the Sinanju line to extinguish both an aircraft and its pilot with a single blow. You see, I attacked the-”


“Save it. It’s a depressing thought.”


“To the victim, perhaps. But we are Sinanju, Remo. We are never the victim.”


Remo’s eye sought the floor. He was quiet for several minutes. Presently he lifted his head.


“I am unhappy, Little Father.”


“Yes?”


“I am unhappy with Smith.”


“The purpose of an emperor is not to make his assassin happy,” Chiun intoned solemnly, “only wealthy. It will pass.”


“I am unhappy with Sinanju.”


“What! Unhappy with the near-perfection of existence? How can this be so?”


“Sinanju has given me many gifts, Little Father,” Remo admitted. “The gift of oneness, of correct breathing, of knowing myself more fully than I ever dreamed possible.”


“For which you should fall to your knees before me.”


“It has also robbed me of my dreams.”


“Dreams are for those who sleep,” Chiun said joyously. “You have been awakened, Remo Williams. Rejoice in that.” His arms lifted in benediction.


“Once I dreamed of a house such as this,” Remo said quietly.


“Which you now have-thanks to Sinanju.”


“And a wife.”


“Take as many as you wish. But keep them in the attic, for they will undoubtedly prattle and complain all day long.”


“And children.”


Chiun touched Remo’s knee tenderly. “You have a daughter. True, this is not exactly a cause for rejoicing, for if the lean times come again, she will be among the first to be sent home to the sea. For as you know, in times of approaching famine, the female babies are always drowned first. The males only after the famine has struck. This way-”


“A daughter born to me by a woman who will not have me because the work I do is too dangerous,” Remo interjected. “A daughter I haven’t seen in years.”


“When you have a son, it will be different. We will train him together, you and I.”


“How can I have a son if there is no pleasure in sex for me? How can I have a wife or a family with the work we do, the dangers we face?”


“These are problems each Master must solve in his own way,” Chiun said with a dismissive wave.


“But what is my way? I feel empty. I met a woman today, at the rice store. She was interested in me. But I had to walk away from her. She saw me do stuff. And you know how Smith is about security.”


“This is bad,” Chiun grumbled.


“You understand?”


“Of course. This means I will have to buy the rice from now on. Oh Remo, how could you be so careless?”


“Somebody stole my car,” Remo said, annoyed.


“An unworthy excuse. You could have walked the fifteen miles home.”


“I walked away from love because I knew it would be too much trouble,” Remo said with intensity. “I walked away because I knew the sex would be boring. I need someone to fill the emptiness in my life, and I walked away. Don’t you see? I’ve given up.”


“Do you think a woman could fill that void?”


“If I stop believing that one could, I lose my dream.”


Chiun considered. “I might be able to show you how to enjoy sex once more.”


“For a price,” Remo and Chiun said together. Neither man laughed.


“I’ll make the call,” Remo said instantly.


He got to his feet, but before he took a single step, the phone rang.


Frowning, Remo picked it up. It was either Harold W. Smith or an insurance salesman, he knew. He hoped it was the latter. Smith was a really dull conversationalist.


“Remo,” Harold Smith said peevishly. “I need you. At once.”


“You have me mistaken for the paper boy.” Remo slammed the receiver down. It rang again before he could dial the eight-hundred number.
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