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Chapter 1


It was only three-quarters of an inch long, but it was more destructive than a billion atomic bombs the size of the one dropped on Hiroshima. At least that’s what the scientist sitting before him claimed. But if there was one thing he’d learned in life, it was that a lot of times scientists said things that weren’t exactly the unvarnished truth.


“Are you sure? Are you absolutely, positively, one hundred percent sure?” Hubert St. Clair asked.


“I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true, Dr. St. Clair,” replied the young scientist. The precious object was clamped snugly between the slender steel tips of a small pair of medical forceps.


When he saw the sudden withering look on Hubert St. Clair’s face, the scientist suddenly remembered whom he was talking to.


Dr. Hubert St. Clair was the head of the Congress of Concerned Scientists, a group of pseudoscience worshipers that specialized in issuing dire predictions on epic, global scales, none of which ever seemed to actually come true.


“Oh,” said the young scientist, offering a weak apologetic smile.


Dr. Brice Schumar was still holding his tight smile as St. Clair wordlessly pulled the forceps from the embarrassed scientist’s hand. Lifting his glasses up to his forehead, he brought the tiny object close to his nearsighted eyes.


It looked like an ordinary plant seed.


The seed was a bluish purple. The two halves of its perfectly symmetrical bifurcated body were separated by a deep groove. One end was round; the other terminated in a blunted point. At the rounded end sat a fat blob of perfect azure.


St. Clair had never seen a more beautiful blue. His sour expression slowly melted back to joy. He stared, captivated by the little blue seed and all it represented. “It’s magnificent,” Dr. St. Clair said softly.


Squinting his right eye, he held the seed up to his left. It was just small enough to blot out his pupil. His reddish-brown iris and bloodshot white were still visible.


“It was a lot of work,” Dr. Schumar replied.


The tiny seed shifted, and Hubert St. Clair’s pupil reappeared. “I wasn’t talking to you,” he said, his look of intense displeasure returning. “And this seed coat looks tough. You better not have the same coumartling problem you had a couple of years ago.”


The scientist shook his head. “Coumarin,” Schumar corrected. “And there are virtually no antiauxins present at all. Didn’t you, um, read my report?”


“No time,” St. Clair said with a dismissive wave of the seed-gripping forceps. “We in the governing body of the CCS can’t be bothered with dusty old reports. We’re out there in the scientific trenches, verbally engaging the Katie Courics and Oprah Winfreys of the world. And ever since the tragic, untimely end of our latest and greatest member, we’ve all been pulling double duty.”


Of course Dr. Schumar knew precisely whom St. Clair was talking about. None other than the legend himself, Sage Carlin. At one time the most famous scientist in the entire world. The deceased CCS elder had been an outspoken member of the scientific community and a celebrity mouthpiece for the Congress of Concerned Scientists since the 1960s. Carlin had also—to Dr. Brice Schumar’s knowledge—never once let his passion for environmental issues be clouded by a single fact. His version of science was all conjecture and hope masquerading as truth.


When he was alive, Carlin had wagged a hectoring finger at the world about everything from ocean warming to dumping toxic waste to deforestation. His had been a life of easily digestible factoids and buzzwords, embraced by the ruling cultural class and fast food, quick-fix Americans with MTV attention spans.


In his darkest heart, which he dared not reveal to anyone else within the CCS, Dr. Brice Schumar had hoped that with the passing of Sage Carlin five years earlier, the congress would abandon its former leader’s love of sloppy science and turn to a more reasoned approach of addressing the ills of the world. Even though Carlin’s showy claims garnered much attention, they were ultimately very destructive to the credibility of real scientists. After all, a mile-wide asteroid hadn’t destroyed Atlantic City, cow flatulence wasn’t depleting the mesosphere and the sun hadn’t exploded. Schumar knew that this last claim of Carlin’s had relied on particularly sloppy science, seeing as how it was made after he’d watched a screening of the film Superman in the CCS theater.


When he learned Carlin had died, Dr. Schumar was ashamed of the quiet relief the news gave him. His hopes for a return of serious scientific thought in the world headquarters of the CCS in Geneva were shortlived.


He couldn’t exactly remember when he first noticed the trend, or who started it. He only realized what was happening one afternoon at the Swiss headquarters when he spotted a fellow scientist sporting a dusty corduroy jacket with wide lapels. In the ensuing weeks, a handful of similarly clothed men became a dozen. Then a multitude. Until nearly everyone in the Geneva labs and offices was wearing the same uniform.


It was the curse of Sage Carlin.


The world-famous scientist and activist had a unique sense of style. Dr. Schumar had always thought of it as a sort of antifashion. In addition to an omnipresent corduroy jacket, Carlin wore a thick turtleneck sweater, always in the darker shades of green or earth tones. He wore powder-blue jeans that were always hopelessly out of fashion. They were tight in the thighs and rump and wide as church bells around his sandals. The 1970s lived on into the nineties, at least sartorially, on the body of Sage Carlin. In homage to their fallen leader, his troops at the CCS adopted Sage Carlin’s mode of dress.


Dr. Hubert St. Clair was no exception.


As head of the CCS, St. Clair ensured his lapels were always the widest, his bell-bottoms the biggest. To preserve some sense of scholarship, his jackets always seemed to smell vaguely of chalk dust, even though it had been a long time since the former professor had seen an actual blackboard.


In Brice Schumar’s lab, Hubert St. Clair was still studying the single blue seed.


“I see,” Dr. Schumar said, clearing his throat. “If you haven’t read my report, then there’s something that you might be interested in seeing.” An anxious smile flickered at the corners of his lips.


“What?” St. Clair asked.


“Trust me,” Dr. Schumar insisted, a flush of excitement rising in his cheeks. “You have to see this.” St. Clair reluctantly put down the forceps and the beautiful blue seed. He allowed Dr. Schumar to lead him out into the hall.


They traveled deep into the bowels of the CCS complex, stopping outside the sealed double doors to the greenhouse.


“We know absolutely now that the problem with the last batch was overproduction of antiauxins,” Dr. Schumar said as he punched the code into the keypad of the greenhouse doors. “The growth hormones couldn’t be released. So while the plants we engineered grew to maturity, they couldn’t reproduce without monumental help from us. In effect, they were sterile.”


“No kidding,” St. Clair muttered.


There seemed something more behind his words. St. Clair kept far from the door as Schumar entered the code. He eyed the panel with mistrust.


A red light above the door winked out and a green light clicked on. There was a hiss as the hermetic seal on the door popped. The two thick plastic panels parted.


“Those early trees were a learning experience,” Schumar stressed as they stepped inside.


The double doors shut automatically behind them. St. Clair almost jumped out of his skin when they did. They were in a small control room. A second set of doors—this one of thicker plastic composite blocked their path.


“Learning is overrated in science these days,” St. Clair said as Dr. Schumar entered a second code into the next security pad. “The smartest people I’ve ever known are complete morons.”


Another hiss and the main greenhouse doors whooshed open.


The first thing that hit Hubert St. Clair was the smell. It burned his nostrils and seared his eyes. “Sweet Georgia Brown, what is that?” St. Clair demanded, gagging on the fumes. His eyes watered. “Ammonia with a touch of methane,” Schumar explained.


The burning air didn’t seem to bother the young scientist. He had spent too many hours in the greenhouse to even notice it any longer. He ducked inside. Dr. St. Clair trailed reluctantly.


“Smells like my grandma’s bathroom closet,” St. Clair complained, pulling a handkerchief from the pocket of his corduroy coat. He stuffed the hankie over his nose and mouth.


“She stored cleaning materials there, I imagine,” Schumar said. “The skylights and fans can clear most of the air in here in less than a minute, but the ammonia lingers. We might have made this greenhouse unusable for future projects.”


St. Clair merely grunted beneath his handkerchief. The CCS greenhouse was colossal. Sunlight sparkled off the angled roof far above. Fans, sprinklers and sensory equipment were attached to the fat girders that spanned the massive structure. All helped to carefully control and maintain the artificial environment.


The skylights were all open, a necessity given the unique danger the greenhouse presented.


At the center of the huge greenhouse, hundreds of trees were lined up like patient soldiers. Schumar led St. Clair into the meticulously maintained forest.


The trees in the CCS greenhouse were unlike any seen in nature. Although the shapes of leaf and trunk were familiar, the color was all wrong.


The leaves were the thin blue of a cloudless late afternoon summer sky. The trunks were a dark midnight blue.


“You haven’t been here since before the most recent growth cycle, have you?” Dr. Schumar asked.


“No,” St. Clair replied.


He hadn’t been to the greenhouse in months. The trees stretched up from a series of squat rectangular boxes filled with chemically treated soil. The tallest was now almost thirty feet high. The last time St. Clair had seen them, the biggest was less than ten feet.


St. Clair was struck by the beauty of the trees. “Only God can make one of these, my ass,” he said under his breath.


They were breathtaking. Absolutely breathtaking. The instant the word formed in his brain he realized how true it was. On every level.


“They’re growing faster with each passing cycle,” Schumar was saying. “Frankly, the growth spurts in a tree this age are incredible. And even a little disconcerting when you think about it.” As he looked up at the soft blue leaves of the trees, his face was grave. “I’m glad we have them under lock and key. There’s no telling what might—”


“Wait a minute,” Hubert St. Clair interrupted all at once. “What the hell is that?”


Even as he pointed up under a tightly bundled knot of leaves, he was scrambling onto the edge of a planting box.


It became more difficult to breathe the closer he got to the trees. He had been told they needed to be spaced far apart in the beds. If they were any closer together, it would be impossible to breathe while standing between them.


Head tipped back, St. Clair examined the underside of the leaf cluster.


Some kind of blue growths had sprouted up on the branches. Hidden beneath the leaves, they looked almost like bumpy beehives. He didn’t see any insects.


“Dammit, you’ve got some kind of infestation here,” St. Clair snapped. “Get some DDT before we lose these blasted things altogether.”


Brice Schumar didn’t move. He just stood there on the greenhouse floor, an idiot’s grin plastered across his face.


“Look closer,” he suggested.


Nose crinkling, St. Clair peered more carefully at the cluster of abandoned hives clinging together on the underside of an overhanging branch. When he realized what he was looking at, he nearly fell off the raised plant bed.


It was the sheer number of them that had thrown him. But he saw now that they were all identical to the one he’d seen just a few minutes before in Schumar’s lab. Seeds. Tons of them.


“Are these all seeds?” Hubert St. Clair croaked.


“They came with the latest growth spurt,” Schumar said. “Thousands on each tree. It was in my report.”


St. Clair slipped around the far side of the tree. Another cluster of seeds clutched a branch on the other side. Still others were visible higher up.


A second tree grew a few feet away in the same bed. St. Clair saw more of the teardrop-shaped blue seedlets clinging all over the branches.


Numbly, he climbed down from the bed. His mind was reeling.


“What about the seed coats?” St. Clair asked. “They look like leather.”


“Not a problem,” Schumar said excitedly. “They’re tough-looking but easily penetrated by water. We had a lingering of some chemical inhibitors prior to germination, but that’s been eliminated. Now the growth inhibitors are easily bleached away by the introduction of water.”


“Just regular water?” St. Clair asked.


“Tap water, rainwater. It’s all the same,” Schumar said. “Of course, that’s not going to be good enough for all alien climates. And at this point it wouldn’t even work for some of Jupiter’s moons or Mars, since we’ve got ice to contend with there. The next generations of the plants will have to be weaned from water.”


“Weaned?” St. Clair asked, coming back around.


“Why?”


“Well, that was the whole point of growing them,” Schumar said. “Eventually developing an oxygen-producing strain that could help terraform an alien world.”


“Yes, yes. Of course,” St. Clair said gruffly. He stabbed a finger at a seed cluster. “Get me a bunch of these. I want to dissect them in my office.”


Schumar was surprised and relieved by St. Clair’s sudden interest in legitimate scientific inquiry. Maybe with this one, great project the Congress of Concerned Scientists could return to its founding principles and finally put to eternal rest the destructive ghost of Sage Carlin.


“Yes, Doctor,” Schumar said. He scurried obediently onto the nearest raised plant bed.


As he happily picked seeds, he saw Hubert St. Clair hurry out the open door of the greenhouse. Probably the ammonia smell. Most people couldn’t take it for very long. Even the little seeds he was slipping into the pocket of his white lab coat smelled vaguely of the stuff.


His hand was snaking for another clutch of tiny seeds when he was startled by the sound of the overhead alarm.


Dr. Schumar thrust his face out through a bundle of blue leaves. The red light was flashing a warning even as the greenhouse doors were sliding slowly shut.


Of all the people on the face of the planet, Dr. Brice Schumar understood best what it meant to be on the wrong side of those closing doors.


The seeds in his hands slipped from his terrified fingers. Jumping down from the plant bed, he ran for the door, lungs burning from the ammonia in the air.


The thick plastic doors clicked shut just as he reached them. There was a hiss as the automatic seal inflated to prevent vapor from seeping out of the greenhouse to where Hubert St. Clair sat uncomfortably.


The warning alarm switched off.


“Dr. St. Clair!” Schumar shouted, pounding on the door.


There was an environmental control panel in the alcove between the two sets of double doors. As Schumar watched helplessly, Hubert St. Clair began picking at the buttons. The very act of touching them seemed to bring him pain.


Schumar heard a rumble from above. Spinning, wild-eyed, he saw the skylights begin to slide remorselessly shut. Like the thick greenhouse doors, they clicked then hissed, becoming airtight. Even as the skylights were sealing, St. Clair was switching on the interior speakers.


“You’ve done a good job,” St. Clair said, his voice distorted by the speaker next to the door.


“Let me out,” Schumar begged. “Please.” The air was already growing thin. Panic flooded his chest as he struggled to breathe.


Carlin shook his head. “Can’t,” he said. “I know you’ve done a lot of tests, but there’s really only one we’re interested in. And you’re the perfect subject. You never really fit in around here, Schumar. You and your scientific method and your facts this and facts that. Always looking down your nose at the rest of us like we weren’t real scientists.” His expression suddenly grew as cold as ice. “Do I look like a real scientist to you now, Dr. Schumar?”


There was touch of madness deep in his red eyes. Brice Schumar began beating his fists against the plastic door. His lungs were on fire, his throat raw. The air was evaporating.


His hands and wrists ached. He stopped hitting the door.


“Please,” Brice wept. The word was inaudible. Beyond the pane, Hubert St. Clair watched, growing more disinterested with each passing minute. He seemed more concerned with the equipment he was using. As if there were some infection he could get just by touching it. He wrapped his finger tightly in his handkerchief to avoid direct contact with the buttons.


Brice Schumar didn’t know how long it took him to die. With each labored breath he felt the air grow thinner. Slipping out until the last oxygen was gone. Until all that was left was poison.


The air was thick with ammonia and methane. The worst was the carbon dioxide. The colorless, odorless gas flooded the interior of the greenhouse.


His lungs were lead as he sank slowly to the floor. A crimson rash decorated his face around his nose and mouth. With dying eyes, Dr. Brice Schumar gazed over at the small grove of trees. Trees he had helped create.


Amazing that so few could do so much damage. In a lucid part of his rapidly clouding brain, he felt relief that he hadn’t grown more. Obviously, Hubert St. Clair was a maniac. With more trees he could—


Schumar suddenly caught sight of a cluster of seeds.


The seeds. St. Clair had thousands of seeds.


Dr. Brice Schumar’s lungs pulled one last time at the oxygen that was no longer there, and he tipped over onto the plain dirt floor of the CCS greenhouse.


IN THE SAFETY of the control room, Hubert St. Clair looked at the digital clock buried in the console. He kept his distance from the device. He liked clocks about as much as he trusted the buttons on the control panel.


“Precisely thirty-one minutes,” he announced to himself. “Now who’s the real scientist?” His proud smile evaporated. “Oh. Wait.” He scrunched up his face as he examined the clock. “Or was it forty-one? Oh, damn, I lost count.”


He pulled his eyes away from the clock. Like most digital devices, looking at it made him extremely uncomfortable.


With an angry frown he wrapped his finger in his hankie once more. Reaching for the control panel, he began to vent the alien atmosphere from the greenhouse.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he was trying to do his good deed of the day. But, to his increasing annoyance, the day was stubbornly refusing to cooperate.


The sidewalks of New York were packed with people. A steady stream filled the slushy walkways and flooded the crosswalks. Cars clogged the streets, all spewing smoke and honking horns and cursing drivers. Unlike the people, the cars never seemed to move. They were part of the backdrop, like the towering buildings or the glimpses of grimy gray sky that lurked above the entire scene like the billowing cape of some wintry phantom.


Remo wasn’t watching the sky or the buildings or the cars. As he strolled along the sidewalk, he was watching the people. Few pedestrians returned his gaze. Most were too wrapped up in the holiday bustle to give a stranger a second glance. Not that there was anything extraordinary about Remo to warrant more than a single quick look.


Remo was a thin man of indeterminate age. He was of average height with short, dark hair and a face that regularly skirted the line between ordinary and cruel.


The only two things outwardly odd about him were his abnormally thick wrists—which he rotated absently as he walked—and his clothes. In spite of the fact that it was mid-December, Remo wore a thin black cotton T-shirt and matching chinos. Odd, yes, but in New York City, odd was fairly easily accepted. After all, there was a lot worse than Remo.


And so the man in the T-shirt was either seen and dismissed or not seen at all as he glided alone up the packed sidewalk.


As a general rule Remo didn’t like Manhattan. Worse was Manhattan at Christmastime. The whole holiday rush was a nightmare he would have just as soon avoided altogether. But the circumstances of his life had conspired to plop him down into the busiest city in the world at the absolute worst time of the year.


Remo was a Master of Sinanju. On the verge of becoming the Reigning Master of Sinanju, the titular head of the most ancient house of assassins in the history of mankind.


He thought he had already become Reigning Master two months ago. After all, the time had felt right. And he had been told that every Master knew instinctively when the time was right. So that should have been that. But things never worked out so easily for Remo Williams.


He soon learned that he was technically the Transitional Reigning Master. There were obligations prior to his ascension that would have to be met before he could officially assume the title of Reigning Master and all of the awesome responsibilities the position entailed. One of those things, which had brought him to Manhattan this day, seemed to be at odds with everything he had been taught.


Sinanju assassins were the pinnacle of the profession. Only two existed per generation—Master and pupil—and the training regimen they endured endowed them with abilities that seemed superhuman to the average man. The fear and mystery that surrounded the very thought of the Sinanju Master had been carefully cultivated over five millennia. Remo sometimes thought the perception had as much to do with marketing hype as it did with the truth.


The one constant that had persisted throughout the ages was that Masters of Sinanju were consummate professionals. They were paid handsomely for their services, since only fools and amateurs worked free. And yet, here was Remo Williams, professional assassin, looking this day to deliver a freebie.


Just what he had to do, he had no idea. But according to his teacher, he had to do something nice for someone. Of course, his teacher didn’t come right out and say that. No. That would have been easy. Instead, he had prattled on for three hours about honor and obligation, duty and commitment, before finally getting around to the point. And so after three hours—180 of the longest, most painful minutes he had endured in years—Remo had culled the word nice.


Maybe it was something simple. As he walked along, face drawn in a deep frown, he noticed a woman struggling near the curb. In her arms she balanced a stack of boxes wrapped in shining green-and-red Rudolph paper. A cab was parked near her. The driver sat at the wheel, refusing to help.


Remo trotted up to the sweating woman. “Can I give you a hand, ma’am?”


He was amazed at how fast she moved.


The woman wheeled like a street fighter. “This is my cab,” she snarled, even as she flung her precious packages to the snow. From her pocket she whipped out a can of pepper spray which she proceeded to squirt at Remo’s eyes.


Remo ducked away from the spray. “Geez, lady, I was only offering to help,” he complained.


Behind him, the squirted stream struck a hapless pedestrian square in the face. Screaming in pain, the unlucky businessman dropped to the ground in the fetal position. The moving crowd didn’t even see him. People stepped right over him and continued down the sidewalk.


Before Remo, the woman scowled. She wasn’t used to missing a target. “Stand still,” she commanded.


Another squirt hit a superthin, impeccably dressed female pedestrian in the side of the face. Yelping in pain, the injured woman whipped out her own can of pepper spray. The two women proceeded to spritz each other like gunslingers at the OK Corral.


Remo danced lightly between them. Other pedestrians caught in the cross fire weren’t so lucky. “Mine, mine, mine!” the first woman screamed.


Half-blinded now, she whipped the door open and began flinging packages inside the back of the cab. The second woman hadn’t even wanted a taxi, but the unprovoked attack, as well as the first woman’s loud proclamations, had triggered some base territorial urge. She suddenly decided that she wanted the cab, too. When Remo turned away, the second woman had the first in a bear hug around her ample middle while the first whacked her over the head with a roll of infant-Jesus Christmas paper.


“Try to do something nice for someone,” Remo muttered.


Shaking his head in disgust, he headed down the street.


On the corner, a man dressed as Santa rang a bell for charitable donations. As Remo approached, he saw a scruffy-looking pedestrian grab Santa’s donation bucket from the metal tripod where it hung. The man took off.


As Father Christmas yelled obscenities, the mugger ran down a nearby alley.


Remo was off like a shot. The crowd seemed suddenly charged with some electrical current that repelled them from Remo’s path. They split instinctively up the middle as he raced down the sidewalk. Remo flew past the still screaming Saint Nick and ducked down the open end of the dark alley.


He caught up with Santa’s mugger twenty yards in. The man was still running full-out.


“You know,” Remo said as he grabbed the startled man by the scruff of the neck, flinging him into a grimy wall, “as stupid crimes go, it’s pretty dumb to rob a guy who keeps a list of who’s been naughty or nice.”


The mugger spun on Remo, a demented gleam in his eye. Dropping the bucket he’d pinched from Santa, he clicked open a switchblade.


“I’d say assault with intent to commit bodily harm falls into the naughty category, too,” Remo advised him. “You’re bucking for a lump of coal in your stocking, pal.”


The mugger lunged at Remo’s belly with the knife. Dodging the blade, Remo snagged the man’s wrist between two fingers, guiding the thrusting hand toward the alley wall.


In a twinkling, the solid brick seemed to go soft. To the mugger’s amazement, the blade of the knife somehow managed to penetrate deep into brick before coming to a stop at the hilt. When he tried to pull it free, he found it stuck more firmly than Excalibur in the stone.


With a look of fear washing over his pale face, the mugger backed away from Remo. He bumped the wall behind.


“Not that nice is all it’s cracked up to be,” Remo grumbled. “Here I am, supposed to do something nice, and I don’t even know the what or the who.” He shook his head. “It’s always the same thing. Always about tradition. First he says I’ve become Reigning Master just because I say I’m Reigning Master, then he pulls all this traditional rite-of-passage crapola out of his pocket. And not even right away. Oh, no. That’d be too painless. He eases into it during the month of hell I spend recovering from third degree burns. That’s what he’s like. Korean water torture. Drip, drip, drip.”


“He who?” Santa’s mugger asked anxiously. His eyes darted to the mouth of the alley. It seemed very far away.


“The pain in the ass who taught me,” Remo said. “And don’t think I haven’t spent the last I-don’t-know-how-many years of my life trying to figure out if he’s an okay guy who’s also a pain the ass or if he’s a pain in the ass who just happens to sometimes be okay. On days like this, I just think he’s a plain old everyday run-of-the-mill pain in the ass, and that’s that. End of story.”


“Yeah. Wow. That’s too bad,” the mugger commiserated. He would have begun inching to the street, but this wacko with the flashing hands and the fingers that could stick steel through brick was standing right in his path.


“It is, isn’t it?” Remo agreed. “So I’m supposed to be Reigning Master, right? Wrong. Now I’ve got this whole Master Nik tradition to deal with.”


The mugger’s face brightened hopefully. “Nick?” he asked. “That’s my name.” He smiled, hoping to establish some kind of a connection with this crazy man.


“And if I was your parole officer or the guy who used the free needles after you, I just might give a fat flying Kringle,” Remo assured him. “This Nik lived about twenty-seven hundred years ago. Didn’t do anything to distinguish himself as Master, except establish one tradition.” His voice grew mocking as he repeated the words passed down from Master Nik. “‘No disciple of Sinanju shall attain the title of Reigning Master without he first deliver the proper act of kindness.’”


The mugger blinked, sensing opportunity. “Kindness?” he asked.


“Yeah, can you believe it?” Remo asked, shaking his head. “Vague as all get out. And what’s with that ‘without he first’? Is that even proper English?”


The mugger didn’t hear. “So you’ve got to, like, do a good deed?” he pressed.


Remo nodded. “All of a sudden now I’m a freaking Boy Scout,” he said. “As a kid I was a Cub Scout for barely one day. Mrs. Callahan was the den mother. She smoked cigars, had fifteen mooching Callahan kids running all over the place and her kitchen floor had more sand on it than Pismo Beach at low tide. I quit after the first meeting.”


“So this good deed you gotta do,” Santa’s mugger said, steering Remo back to the topic at hand. “You sure you don’t know what it is?”


Remo scowled, annoyed at the interruption. “No.” The man’s face was hopeful.


“Maybe it’s that you should let me go,” he offered brightly.


Remo considered for a long moment. As he mulled over the man’s words, the mugger grew increasingly optimistic. His hopes were dashed the instant Remo opened his mouth once more.


“Nah,” Remo concluded firmly. “I’m pretty sure that isn’t it. Besides, it’s time for Santa’s revenge.” Even as the mugger’s face fell, Remo was reaching out.


The mugger didn’t have time to run.


Remo spun the man, tapping a spot at the top of his fifth vertebra. The mugger’s arms went slack. “I hope you got all your Christmas stealing done for the next five years, because that’s how long it’ll be before you get back use of your hands,” Remo announced as he deposited Santa’s mugger headfirst into a garbage can.


Scooping up the small donation pail the mugger had stolen, Remo headed back out the alley. Someone had run into a nearby store to call the police, but a cruiser had yet to arrive. Santa was standing anxiously near his tripod. He was cautiously relieved when he saw Remo appear with his bucket. Relief became amazement when he found it still full of coins and bills.


“You’re a real lifesaver, buddy,” Santa said, pawing a green mitten through the bucket of money. “Here, have a five-spot. Hell, it’s Christmas. Take ten.”


“Isn’t that for the poor?” Remo frowned.


“Yeah, and reindeer can fly,” Santa said with a broad wink. He stuffed some of the bills in his pocket. Remo saw the pocket was already bulging with Christmas cash.


Realizing that there was little hope that this was the good deed he was after, Remo let out a frustrated sigh before sticking the bucket firmly onto Santa’s head.


Loose change rained onto the sidewalk. Pedestrians promptly prostrated themselves on the pavement, their grabbing hands scooping up wayward coins. The last Remo saw of Saint Nick, the portly man was stumbling blindly into traffic, his belly jiggling like a bowlful of panicked jelly.


By the time Remo heard a squeal of tires and a Santa-size thump, he wasn’t even looking. Chin in his hand, he sat morosely on the curb.


“Maybe it’s something even simpler,” he muttered.


He noticed a nearby stray dachshund on the sidewalk. He tried to pet the dog. With snapping fangs, the little dog tried to take his finger off. When the owner of the dog—which was apparently not so stray after all—saw someone near her precious Poopsie, she started screaming “Dognapper!” at the top of her lungs while simultaneously attempting to strangle Remo with her Gucci dog leash.


Remo snapped the leash in two and, resisting the urge to kick both dog and owner, slouched off down the street.


He wandered the city for another two hours. He was ready to call it quits and head back home when he came upon a crowd outside the theater on Seventh Avenue.


The men and women heading into the building looked exceptionally affluent, even by New York standards. Remo was surprised to find that he recognized quite a few of them.


There were pop music performers and movie stars. He spotted a fat woman from a popular television legal drama who was allegedly proud of her gross obesity and whose mouth he would have liked to fill with cement if it would have had time to harden around all the moistened pizza crusts.


Falling in with the crowd, he melted through the open theater doors. A sign in the lobby advertised the event as a fund-raiser for something called Primeval Society.


Tables had been set in a great hall before the stage. A lot more celebrities were packed inside. Remo saw many people who had been successfully annoying him for decades.


He wondered briefly if the nice thing he was supposed to do was to tie everyone to their chairs and set the building on fire. Deciding that the attendant risk to the theater staff and fire department made this unlikely, he wandered the hall, eventually finding his way backstage.


In the wings he found performers hurrying in every direction as they got ready for the night’s entertainment.


For some reason two tiny barefoot men in loincloths lurked sullenly in the shadows. They looked as if they’d be happier spearing fish in some South American jungle.


A table was piled high with hair tonics, mousse, curling irons, crimping tongs, coloring agents and a hundred different plastic bottles filled with scented salon products. Fighting for both bottles and mirror space were ten young men whose attention to the intricacies of personal grooming would have made a primping Liberace look like a rugged lumberjack.


A theater employee with a radio headset was walking by. Remo collared the man.


“Hey, don’t I know them?” he asked.


“Are you kidding?” scoffed the harried stage director. “Those are the two most famous boy bands in the world.”


Remo blinked. That’s where he’d seen them before. Prancing on television and preening on magazine covers. Although Remo couldn’t fathom why, the bands Glory Whole and But Me No Butz were American cultural phenomena.


He nodded as he recognized the poodle-haired one with the mushed-up face and the doughy bleached one with the granny glasses and the muscle shirt.


“What are they doing here?” Remo asked.


“For one night only they’re forming a supergroup called Harmonic Convergence to raise money for the rain forest.”


“Oh,” Remo said. “Haven’t we paved over that yet?”


But the stage director was no longer listening. Barking orders into his headset, he hurried off into the darker recesses of the wings. The two natives exchanged a few words in some guttural language before trailing after him. They each carried spears in their hands.


For a moment, Remo watched the ten young men preparing for their act. And in a moment of sheer maliciousness, Remo suddenly decided that he’d had enough of trying to figure out what this nice thing he was supposed to do was. He decided to do something nice for himself.


The two bands suddenly got into a scuffle over a can of particularly heavy-duty Vidal Sassoon mousse. The instant they were distracted, Remo fell in with them.


There was a lot of pinching and slapping as the fight escalated to include other hair-care products. So bitchy did it become that they failed to notice the tap just behind the right ear Remo gave each one of them in turn. Once he finished with them he slipped away. He took up a sentry post in the wings, a contented smile on his face.


Ten minutes later the concert began with polite applause when a thin woman in a long black gown took center stage. She was apparently the wife of the benefit’s organizer. In a British accent that was obviously phony, she droned on and on about the importance of trees and rocks and butterflies and fluffy clouds and Mother Earth. Only when some of the crowd began to nod off into their soup did she finally introduce Harmonic Convergence.


The boys from But Me No Butz pranced in from stage left. Those from Glory Whole minced from stage right. When they met in the middle of the stage, it was less a harmonious convergence than it was a postpubescent pileup.


They couldn’t seem to find their equilibrium. Every time they tried to dance, they stumbled into one another. After a few vain, bumbling tries, their frustration and embarrassment changed to anger. The boys from the bands redirected their energies toward one another. The fight from backstage erupted anew, this time with biting, kicking and hair pulling. By the time the nipple twisters started, the crowd was already breaking up.


As he turned from the pile of goatees and leather writhing on the stage, Remo was nodding in satisfaction.


“If that doesn’t get me honorable mention in the annals of good deeddom, I don’t know what will.” Whistling happily to himself, he ducked out the stage door and into the dimly lit alley.




Chapter 3


The traffic out of Manhattan was worse than it had been going in. Still, Remo didn’t mind.


The highway was a crawl to Rye, where he took a clogged off-ramp. The traffic situation in town wasn’t much better than it had been on I-95, yet Remo remained unbothered.


He soon broke away from the mass of humanity that was heading home for the day. A lonely road that snaked alongside the black waters of Long Island Sound eventually brought him to a sedate, ivy-covered brick building. Humming happily to himself, he steered his car through the gate and up the great gravel drive of Folcroft Sanitarium.


Folcroft was cover to CURE, the supersecret government organization for which Remo functioned as enforcement arm. Folcroft had also been Remo’s home for the past year.


Remo parked his car in the employee lot and headed for the building’s side door. He was whistling as he danced down the stairwell to the basement.


The quarters he shared with the Master of Sinanju were tucked away from the rest of the sanitarium. As he pushed open the door, Remo didn’t sense a heartbeat or breathing from the rooms beyond.


He stuck his head in the Master of Sinanju’s bedroom. An unused sleeping mat was rolled tight in the middle of the room. Aside from a bureau, the room was otherwise empty.


“Hmm,” Remo said.


He headed back out into the hall. He took the stairs up to the top floor of the sanitarium, coming out into a dusty hallway that looked as if it hadn’t seen a living human being in fifty years. At the far dark corner, an enclosed wooden staircase led to a warped door. The ancient steps made not a single creak as Remo mounted them. The door opened silently.


Folcroft’s attic was a time capsule to another age. Medical equipment that had been modern seventy years ago looked like medieval torture devices. Metal had rusted and leather straps were rotting from age. A single bare overhead bulb hung from a low lintel.


At the far end of the long room, three tall windows looked out over the black night. Through the trees, Long Island Sound washed the frozen shore. Above, stars like shards of cold ice twinkled in the winter sky.


As Remo had expected, a familiar figure sat before the ceiling-to-floor windows.


The wizened Asian seemed as old as stars or sea. At the roof of the house Remo had lived in for ten years, there had been a glass-enclosed cupola that the Master of Sinanju often used as a meditation room. The house and its tower sun room were now gone.


Lately, the Folcroft attic had been a poor substitute for his teacher’s beloved retreat.


Dried flesh speckled with age was pulled tight over a skull of fragile bone. Twin tufts of yellowing white hair jutted from above shell-like ears. On the back of the old Korean’s flaming orange kimono, coiling green dragons framed a bamboo pagoda. The body that moved beneath the shimmering silk kimono was reed-thin and frail.


The old Asian was writing again. He’d been doing a lot of that lately.


Over the past few months the Master of Sinanju had been carting a stack of ornate gold envelopes around wherever he went. He had been writing letter after letter. He didn’t have to worry about secrecy, since most times he was writing in languages Remo didn’t understand. But at one point when he was peeking, Remo swore one of the envelopes was addressed to the queen of England. The envelope had been quickly pulled away and hidden from his prying eyes.


From what he had managed to see, it almost looked to Remo like the Sinanju version of a resume.


There was a stack of the envelopes on the floor now. A pile of smaller silver envelopes sat beside it. The Master of Sinanju had been including one of the silver envelopes with each of his carefully inscribed letters.


This evening it was not the mysterious letters that held the old man’s attention.


The Master of Sinanju seemed oblivious to Remo’s approach. Yet when the younger man was nearly upon him, he shook his aged head. His soft hair quivered at the motion.
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