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Chapter 1


What’s in a name?


Shakespeare had posed the question, and now four hundred years later, Samuel Francisco had the answer. If you gotta ask, he told himself, you obviously haven’t got a freakin’ clue.


Take his name, for example. “Samuel Francisco” sounded as if his parents couldn’t quite decide if he would be a Jewish prophet or a waiter in a Tex-Mex restaurant. He couldn’t even trim the “Samuel” back to “Sam,” because it came out sounding like a certain northern California city full of fruitcakes. It was perfect, salesmen on the lot going limpwristed when they thought he couldn’t see them, mincing little girlie steps as if they were trying out for fairy of the month instead of selling used cars to a bunch of idiots who couldn’t tell a differential from a dipstick if their lives depended on it.


Nope, he caught himself. The proper term was not “used”; it was “previously owned.”


That was another crock of shit, but one that he could understand from years of leeching off the public, one way or another. Dress up a dog turd with a little glitter and some parsley on the side, there would be some damn fool out there who absolutely knew for sure that he had found the bargain of the century.


The worst thing about Francisco’s name, though, was the fact it wasn’t even really his. Some pencil pusher back in Washington had picked it for him, maybe snoozing through a slow day, fat and happy with his civil-service paycheck, maybe paging through the telephone directory and playing mix-and-match until something caught his eye. Samuel Francisco had been two years in the federal program when he flipped on the television one night, started channel surfing and wound up in the middle of Alien Nation on TBN. Jimmy Cahn played a cop with an attitude, teamed up with a big-headed freak from Uranus or somewhere. Five minutes into the program, it hit him.


Sam Francisco didn’t get his handle from the California fruitcake capital, after all. Some stupid bastard back in D.C. had been watching television, maybe getting high while he was at it, and decided he should name his next dumb pigeon for a bubbleheaded alien. Someday Francisco hoped that he could meet the genius responsible and break his goddamn funny bone.


Not that his real name had been so terrific, mind you, but at least it had belonged to him, no crazy strings attached. He had been Aloysius Leroy Cartier for thirty-seven years, the name his sainted mama gave him, and he used to have some trouble over that name, too, before he learned to fight and everybody had begun to call him Bubba. He was getting on just fine, or thought he was, until the day some Feds showed up and hauled his Cajun ass to jail.


The rest was history. They had an airtight case, and Bubba Cartier was looking at a double deuce, all things considered, if he didn’t make a deal. His training from the cradle up was that you should never talk to cops except to pay them off or tell them to go screw themselves, but Bubba had been taught another lesson, too, and that was looking out for number one. He could have gone away behind the federal charges, maybe have some oddball felonies appended by the state so they could ship him to Angola for a while. But his high and mighty bosses had been treating him like shit a month or two before the bust went down, and Bubba didn’t feel like doing time to get them off the hook. He started thinking of the shit that happened even in the better jails these days—the race wars, contract killings, AIDS—and he decided, to hell with it.


After he agreed to testify, shit started happening like it was preordained or something, maybe laid out in those horoscopes from TV Guide his wife was always reading to him at the breakfast table, like he gave a damn. Bubba was short on faith in higher powers, even after being raised a Catholic—sort of—in the bayou country of Louisiana, but he figured maybe Uncle Sam could take care of his own. He should have known better.


The marshals on the federal witness program had their rules to follow, little bureaucratic games to play. Bubba understood that kind of shit, but still it pissed him off when perfect strangers started playing with his life. The name, for instance. Some geek’s little joke at Bubba Cartier’s expense. And then there was the job they got him, covering a used-car dealership. He knew damn well that somebody had checked his file and seen the time he did for running chop shops, thinking, Hey! This asshole likes to work with cars, let’s fix him up. Like that, the little things that wound up being Sam Francisco’s life.


He didn’t even want to think about the home away from home they had selected for him, all the way to hell and gone in Michigan. He could imagine Means or Sheppard, one of those guys, staring at a big wall-mounted map of the United States and wondering where they could send him so the bloodhounds wouldn’t track him down. That ruled out Dixie and the border states, for starters. He could almost hear them talking: “Here we got ourselves a Southern boy, we better stick his ass up north somewhere. Nobody gonna look for him in Michigan, you think?” So be it.


Even so, he could have been worse off. They could have sent him to Seattle, where it rained nine months a year, or up to Maine, where inbred fishermen ran lobster traps and answered ay-uh every time you asked them something. When Bubba thought about it that way, he believed that things were not the very worst that they could have been. But Cadillac was bad enough.


They had to name it for a car, of course, it being Michigan. Not that he particularly gave a damn. The main thing was that he was living farther north than certain parts of Canada, where it started snowing in November, sometimes in October, and you froze your ass off through the end of March, more likely into April. Living in the bayou country all those years had thinned his blood, and it got damn cold up there, almost two hundred miles above Chicago. There were days the town closed up because the snow plows couldn’t run, much less school buses, garbage trucks and squad cars.


There were also days when Bubba wished that he had gone ahead and done his time.


Too late to think about it now, and yet he couldn’t help it. He was well and truly stuck, dependent on the marshals in the Witsec program—short for Witness Security—who had made his life over from scratch. No matter how he really felt, he couldn’t piss them off too much, because he knew one thing as sure as hell.


The bloodhounds never really lost your scent. And if they found him, after all this time…


Rita was always bitching at him, over one thing or another. She was paranoid about the coloreds, and while Bubba couldn’t fault her logic, he was all the time reminding her that colored money spent the same as any other kind, and they were big on buying cars. She blamed him for the fact that she could never see her friends again—small loss, as far as Bubba was concerned—and for the drop in income they had suffered when he left the outfit, started working eight to six and paying taxes. Rita blamed him when the kids got into trouble at their school. And sometimes, when the PMS kicked in, she even blamed him for the weather.


And so what if she was right. They wouldn’t be in Cadillac if he had been a little smarter, quicker on the uptake, watching for the Feds. Once he was busted, Bubba could have kept his mouth shut, let the jail doors slam behind him, trusting that the outfit would have taken care of Rita and the kids. The truth was, though, that he had been shit scared of doing twenty years, had half convinced himself he couldn’t do it, and they psyched him out. The deal was done, he had delivered on his end, and Sam Francisco of the Cadillac Franciscos was the end result.


But Christ, he couldn’t get a decent plate of jambalaya anywhere within a hundred miles. He was reduced to eating store-bought gumbo out of cans. Some days—most days, in fact, he wished that he had cut a bargain with the Feds to let him disappear alone, leave Rita and the rug rats out of it. His new life would have been a whole lot easier if Bubba weren’t saddled with that baggage from the past. He could have saved a fortune, too, on aspirin for the headaches Rita gave him with her nagging, day and night.


What had attracted him to Rita in the first place? Thinking back, he knew it was her body, back when she was dancing at the Velvet Club, outside Metairie. Looking at her now, three kids and all those bonbons down the road, no one would guess that she had once been an A-1 looker.


As for the brats…


Too late, he told himself. You’re in it now, and no mistake. A man does what he has to do.


Yeah, right.


On Friday night, not knowing it would be his last, Bubba Francisco parked his trash cans at the curb, for pickup in the morning, and sat up to watch the best of Letterman. That wasn’t much, in his opinion, but the fella with the big chin didn’t do much for him, either, and the flick on HBO was some damn thing with Whoopi Goldberg.


Wonders never ceased.


Before he turned in for the night, he poured himself another double shot of Beam and went around to check the house, each door and window in its turn. He was supposed to be secure, up there in Cadillac, but you could never really tell.


The bloodhounds could be anywhere.


Outside, the leader of the pack sat waiting for the windows to go dark. That done, he waited half an hour more, in case the man was pleasuring his woman, then he tacked on fifteen minutes more for them to doze. No time was ever truly wasted if you used it properly, in this case sniffing out the night breeze, studying the deeper shadows with his yellow eyes and looking for a trap. If there were hunters here, he had to give them credit for the way they had concealed themselves. He had to give them special credit for the control they exercised. His own craving was so strong it was almost too much to stand.


When he was sure as sure could be that he wasn’t about to walk into an ambush, he went back to fetch the others. They were waiting for him in the van, unsettled by the city sounds and smells perhaps, but calm enough that he wasn’t required to warn them about making noise. Six pairs of eyes intently focused on him as he opened up the sliding door. “Come brothers, sister.”


They piled out and formed a ring around him, claws tap-tapping on the asphalt. When he started walking, after he had locked the van, two of them automatically took point, the others hanging back. The sleek bitch held her place beside him, on his left. They watched for traffic, crossing streets, and kept to shadows where they could. The residential neighborhood had streetlights at the intersections, but the houses in between were dark and still.


Surrounded as he was by things of man, the leader of the pack could smell the woods nearby. The neighborhood was no more than a half mile from Lake Cadillac and William Mitchell State Park, with Lake Mitchell and the Manistee National Forest a mile farther east. He wished they had the time to do some hunting for the hell of it, but business took priority. Within an hour, tops, they would be homeward bound. By this time Sunday, he could turn the pack out on familiar ground. They could rejoin the rest of the pack and run amok if they were so inclined.


But first they had a job to do.


He didn’t know the target’s name and didn’t care. The men who hired him had supplied a photograph, which he had briefly studied, then devoured. It was his theory that ingesting snapshots of his prey gave him an edge. Before the men he hunted ever met him in the flesh, he had consumed a portion of their souls and thereby weakened them in preparation for the kill.


Or maybe he was full of shit.


Some thought so, back at home, though none of them would say it to his face. Even the ones who knew him best might doubt he had the “power,” but they never crossed him. Never more than once, that is. The leader of the pack possessed a fearsome reputation, which was well deserved. Even the bad boys knew it wasn’t smart to piss him off.


The target had a five-foot wooden fence around his backyard, as if it would keep anybody out. The leader of the pack went over in a flash, the others following and forming up beside him in the darkness, waiting while he watched and smelled the house.


There would be no alarm, because the target thought that he was safe. You change a name, mock up some history. Time flies. What else was there to do? He was supposed to have protectors running interference for him in the big, bad world, but they were not in evidence this night. Except for bitch and whelps, the bastard would be on his own.


The leader of the pack advanced until he stood before the back door of the house. He crouched and sniffed around the doorknob, smelling whoever had touched it last. A tasty child-smell, meat so tender it would slip right off the bone, no problem. He could almost taste it now.


He straightened, threw back his shaggy head and called upon the power. It responded instantly, fire racing through his veins. He clenched his fists and felt his muscles swelling, straining at the denim fabric of his shirt. Long nails like talons bit into his palms. One of his brothers snarled, but he was used to that. They meant no harm.


He felt the power throbbing in him as he reached out for the doorknob, took it in his hand and twisted it with all his might. The lock resisted for a moment, then gave out a sharp metallic snap. The door swung open and he stepped inside.


He hesitated for a moment, just across the threshold, listening and sniffing at the house, to learn if any of its occupants had heard the noise. When no alarm was sounded, he stepped forward and the others joined him in the kitchen, heavy with the smell of good meat spoiled by fire. He understood that men preferred to char the sweet flesh they consumed, but he was still revolted by the practice.


He would take the real thing, raw and bloody, every time.


He led the pack beyond the kitchen, to a darkened hallway, picking up the odor of tobacco smoke and something else—perfume, cologne, some kind of makeup? —that would lead him to the target’s bitch. He paused outside the room where two boys slumbered, opening the door without a sound and nodding to the darkness, smiling as a couple of his brothers broke formation, peeling off to do their work. The next room was a girl’s. Another silent signal, and a supple shadow left the pack to go in search of something edible.


That left two brothers and the bitch to follow as the leader of the pack proceeded to a final doorway, also closed. He went down on all fours to sniff the carpet, baring yellow fangs. The sound that rumbled from his throat was out of place in human company.


He reached up for the doorknob, hesitating, head cocked so that one ear almost touched the door. Was that a voice he heard inside? The leader of the pack stood and squared his massive shoulders, grinning fiercely as he turned the knob and stepped into the master bedroom. Taloned fingers found the light switch, flicked it and a ceiling fixture blazed on, noonday bright.


In bed, the target and a woman with a double chin were sputtering toward consciousness. They saw the leader of the pack through bleary eyes, but it was still enough to startle them and make the woman scream.


“Surprise,” he told them as he started toward the bed. “We just dropped in to have a bite.”


Ed Beasley hadn’t heard such screaming since …well, come to think of it, he’d never heard such screaming in his life. Oh, maybe on the late show, when they had a horror movie on, but he was more inclined to watch the Playboy channel. The noise was coming from next door.


He glanced in the direction of the bedside clock and saw that it was nearly 1:30 a.m. Too late for parties in the neighborhood, and he had never known his neighbors, the Franciscos, as the entertaining kind. Kept mostly to themselves, they did, and there were no kids old enough to raise this kind of hell, unless…


He fought a brief and indecisive struggle with his sheet and blanket, dragging them behind him as he tumbled out of bed and made a beeline for the window. Pulling back the drapes, he peered across a redwood fence at the Francisco house. No lights were in evidence, and he waited for the screams to be repeated.


Nothing.


Beasley hesitated for another moment, wondering if he had been dreaming. Then he heard a crashing sound, as if some heavy piece of furniture had been upended, maybe hurled across a room and slammed into the nearest wall. He took a quick step backward from the window, trembling in his flannel PJs as he wondered what in hell he ought to do.


Call 911!


Beasley found the bedside lamp and switched it on reluctantly, half fearing someone in the outer darkness would discover him and burst in through the glass. He tapped out 911 and killed the lamp again, already feeling safer in the darkness. Three rings in his ear before another tape came on.


“You’ve reached the Cadillac Police Department emergency response line. All our operators are engaged at the moment. If your call is an emergency, please hold the line. If not—”


Goddamn it!


Beasley dropped the telephone, stood and lurched back to the window. Only deathly silence came from the house next door, so that he wondered if he had imagined the commotion to begin with.


Crash! Another heavy piece toppled somewhere in the darkened house.


He rushed back to the telephone and scooped it up. “You’ve reached the Cadillac Police Department’s—”


Shit!


He slammed down the receiver, bolting for the bedroom door. He stepped on his cat and nearly lost it as the chunky tom spun out from under him, claws raking at one ankle.


“Move your ass, goddamn it!”


Beasley made it to his back door, fumbled with the dead-bolt lock in darkness, still afraid to show a light. He got it on the second try, but the damn door still wouldn’t open, and he finally remembered the primary lock, a little button on the knob he had to press before the knob would turn.


Outside, the night was dark and still. The grass was cool beneath his feet, and Beasley cursed the haste that had permitted him to leave the house without his slippers.


Another crash from the Francisco house drew him toward the fence that marked the boundary between the two adjoining properties. He still had no idea of what he meant to do, unarmed and barefoot, barely dressed, but he would think of something when the time came. If he couldn’t help his odd, standoffish neighbors, maybe he could catch a glimpse of the intruders and describe them to police. Sure, that was it. A simple witness didn’t really have to get involved. Not like the wacky heroes who went charging into burning houses, dragging out unconscious strangers through the smoke and flames.


He reached the fence and stood on tiptoe in the soft earth of a flower bed. A rosebush snagged one leg of his pajamas, but he managed to ignore it, straining for a clear view of the house next door. From where he stood, he had the back door covered, with the steps that led down to a concrete walk around the east side of the structure. Everything was just like Beasley’s house, the carbon-copy layout anyway, that readily identified tract housing from the early 1960s. Unlike Beasley, though, the neighbors wasted little time on sprucing up the yard. They cut the grass back twice a month and that was it. No pets that he could see, no flowers, no rock garden. Nothing.


He was staring at the back door when it suddenly flew open and he had the clear view of the prowlers that he had been hoping for. Too clear, in fact, and Beasley instantly regretted wishing for a glimpse of the intruders.


Who was ever going to believe him now?


The dogs were bad enough, big shaggy mongrels, six or seven of them racing silently across the open yard, but Beasley had no time to wonder what a pack of mutts was doing there. His full attention focused on the man who followed them outside. Scratch that.


He would admit, in subsequent interrogations by police, that he mistook the prowler for a human at first glance. The prowler had two arms and two legs and wore some kind of clothing, maybe denim, but the outward similarity to humankind stopped there.


Beasley had seen the creature’s face and hands, all shaggy, sprouting long, coarse hair, like something from an old Lon Chaney movie. He couldn’t be sure if the hair was brown or black, and didn’t really give a damn. One glimpse had been enough to last a lifetime when the creature went down on its haunches, raised its head and howled at the moon.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo, and he really didn’t want to get involved, but somehow fate always found him. All he had wanted was a bowl of rice, for crying out loud.


But before the bowl was half-empty he was called to duty. Defender of the downtrodden. Protector of the innocent. Smiter of evil. Was smiter a word? Whatever the hell, it was obvious he’d made a bad choice in restaurants.


It had turned out to be that kind of day, and it wasn’t even noon.


He was en route to Folcroft Sanitarium in Rye, New York, when it occurred to him that he was hungry.


Remo started looking for a restaurant in Larchmont, shunning drive-ins with their greasy burgers, “extracrunchy” chicken parts and hot dogs drenched in chili that resembled something from the dysentery ward. He found the Happy Noodle, a decent-looking Chinese place on a side street near the heart of town.


A very pretty Chinese hostess took him to a seat. A male server brought hot tea in a ceramic pot and steamed rice. Remo was chewing away—it took a lot of chewing if you did it right—when trouble walked in off the street.


He counted seven of them, Chinese punks whose taste in clothing ran to leather coats or denim jackets with the sleeves cut off, tight slacks and high-gloss shoes with pointy toes. They all wore sunglasses, despite the dim light in the restaurant, and combed their hair straight back, like Dracula—Bela Lugosi or Christopher Lee. Most of them sported chunky rings that would do wicked damage in a brawl—assuming they made contact.


Remo watched the hostess move to greet the new arrivals, saw the nervous jitter in her walk as she approached them. The apparent leader met her with a smile, said something in Chinese, then shook his head at her response. The smile winked out, and he was pointing toward the back, in the direction of the kitchen, snapping orders that the slim young woman hastened to obey.


Remo assumed the older man who came to meet the punks had to be the Happy Noodle’s manager, perhaps the owner. Remo didn’t completely comprehend what was said, but he got the gist. Wherever they were found, established Chinese businessmen were often victimized by hoodlum gangs and forced to pay protection.


None of my business, Remo thought, and turned back to his meal. The loaded chopsticks were poised midway between his plate and mouth when he was forcibly distracted by the sound of knuckles striking flesh and a cry of pain. The hostess rushed to assist the fallen manager and yelled at the punks who loomed above him. There was nothing complimentary about her comments, and Remo saw the leader of the gang slap her hard across the face.


Remo, swearing under his breath, went to join the party. On his right, one member of the gang saw Remo coming, nudged the punk next to him with an elbow, and it went along the line that way until the leader had him spotted, turning just his head to face the new arrival. He was smiling still, his eyes invisible behind the shades he wore, and Remo didn’t care. It made no difference what the young man looked like with his glasses off. The eyes were helpful sometimes in a fight, but these punks weren’t even a challenge. Rather, it would be a test of his patience and forbearance not to kill them when the first one made his move.


He came on slow and guileless, verging onto stupid, as the youngsters would expect a do-gooder white man to behave. They had grown up intimidating elders, picking out their targets based on fear or weakness. Thus far, the technique had served them well.


“Excuse me.” He addressed the cringing hostess, seeming to ignore the young men ranged in front of him, likewise the restaurant’s proprietor. “I’m finished, miss. If I could get my check now, please…?”


“Hey, man,” the leader of the seven said to him, “does any one of us look like your damn waiter?” Remo made a show of studying their faces and their clothing.


“Gosh, no,” he said at last. “My waiter didn’t have a quart of oil in his hair, and there didn’t seem to be a problem with his eyes. His clothes were nicer, as I recall. His shoes weren’t greaser retro from the 1960s and he didn’t use that cheap cologne. In fact, you ought to ask him for some pointers on style. I’m sure he—”


“Shut up!”


The young Chinese thug was livid, anger darkening his sallow cheeks. He stared at Remo from behind his shades, while the others muttered among themselves and fidgeted. A couple of them slipped hands inside their leather jackets.


“You got a big mouth for a round-eye,” said the leader of the gang.


“You know, that’s just what my wife says,” Remo replied. “Somebody asks a question, I just fire back with the first thing that comes to mind. By which I mean God’s honest truth, you understand. It gets me into trouble sometimes, I’m the first one to admit, but what the hey, that’s life. Your hair, for instance. Now, I hope it didn’t hurt your feelings when I said—”


“You wanna die, man?” the leader asked him.


“Well, it’s not as if I have a choice, now, is it? Certainly, like anybody else, I hope to live as long as possible, but let’s not kid ourselves, okay? I mean—”


“I’m asking if you wanna die today.”


“Oh, well, that’s different, isn’t it? When you get down to the specifics of it—”


Remo heard the switchblade open with a snap before he saw it, glinting on his left. The farthest hoodlum from him was the first to draw a weapon, but the others quickly followed suit. He checked the hardware, counting off three knives, one cutthroat razor, one blackjack, one pair of knuckle dusters and a pair of plastic nunchakus. They might as well have armed themselves with some of the restaurant’s signature noodles.


The leader twirled his nunchakus, making his companion on the right step back a pace to keep from getting swatted on the jaw. The members of his gang maintained respectful silence as he whipped the nunchakus through a short routine and caught the loose end underneath one arm.


“Enter the Dragon, right?” Remo asked. “Hey, I loved that movie, too. I must have seen it half a dozen times. I think I’ve even got the video at home. If I could make one observation, though… Your stance, I mean, well, it appears to me you’re sort of leaning to the left, and—


“You’re a ninja, right? Some kind of expert, because you saw a movie?”


“A ninja? Oh, my goodness gracious, no! But, then again, it doesn’t always take an expert to detect the weakness in an amateur’s approach. Sometimes, I mean, the errors are just quite obvious.”


The hostess and the manager were staring at him now, clearly expecting Remo to be mobbed at any moment. He ignored them, focused on the nunchaku man, believing that the others wouldn’t make a move until their leader gave the order.


“More tact,” the Chinese hoodlum said, “is what you need. It’s like you said, that mouth of yours. Besides—” he nodded toward the scowling manager “—old Grandpa here could use an object lesson. He’s too brave for his own good these days. That’s not a healthy way to be, you know? He doesn’t care enough about himself, his building, his employees. Maybe he still cares about his customers. You think?”


“I’m sure I wouldn’t know,” Remo said.


“Well, hey,” the young man told him with a smile, “let’s check it out.”


He had rehearsed the move; that much was obvious: Remo could almost see him posing with his ’chuks before a full-length mirror, maybe in the nude, and smiling at his trim reflection as he worked on different angles of attack. It didn’t hurt to practice that way every now and then, but a person could overdo it, just like anything in life. Some mirror fighters focused so much on technique, the way they looked to others when they struck a pose, that they lost sight of basics. They forgot that fighting in real life had more to do with raw survival than with looking good. A handsome corpse was still stone dead, no matter how his hair was styled.


He gave another flourish of his nunchakus, letting out a “Yaoweeee” kind of sound he had to have borrowed from the late Bruce Lee. It warbled through two octaves, rising to a sharp soprano pitch before it ended with a startled-sounding “Oof!” The next move was apparently supposed to startle his victim, take him by surprise, but Remo Williams saw the windup coming from a mile away.


The self-styled tough guy whipped the nunchakus left to right from his perspective, counting on the backhand to connect with Remo’s skull and take him down with one blow.


Remo hardly seemed to move, yet he ducked backward far enough to let the nunchakus whisper past his face with a quarter of an inch to spare. Before the young man had a chance to register his miss, process the information and react accordingly, Remo was gliding forward, still moving faster than the human eye could follow, one hand floating out in front of him to find his attacker’s jaw.


Reach out and touch someone.


Remo pulled the punch, but the strike still carried force enough to shatter bone. One moment, Remo’s enemy was snarling at him, showing gritted teeth; the next, his lower jaw had shifted two inches to the right. The change was accompanied by a sickly ripping sound, and a handful of his pearly whites exploded from between slack lips and pattered on the vinyl floor.


Remo was back in place and gaping at the young man as he fell. “Oh, no!” he said to no one in particular. “Did I do that?”


It took a moment for the other six punks to recover, and the next rush came from Remo’s left. The grinner with the long bone-handled switchblade in his hand knew enough to hold the knife well back, against his right hip, while his left hand pawed the air in front of him. He was ducking, weaving as he came toward Remo, muttering some vulgar malediction in Chinese.


Remo half turned to face him, raising empty hands as if to placate his assailant. “Hey, wait a second here,” he said, still clinging to his character. “I didn’t mean—”


Remo brushed the empty hand aside as the other hand made the thrust that was designed to disembowel him. Remo wasn’t in the mood to be disemboweled. He smacked the knife hand up, hard. The knife rocketed skyward, the hand broke and the blade man bonked himself in the head with his own forearm with such magnificent force he knocked himself out.


The impact left him stretched out on the floor, face-down, his right arm showing jagged angles that were never planned by Mother Nature. The unnatural speed of the movement of his arm had also shredded every tendon and ligament from the shoulder on down.


“My favorite Moe move,” Remo explained. The five remaining hoodlums had already seen what happened to their buddies when they tried to take the round-eyes one on one. Accordingly, the next rush was a two-man effort, more knives coming at him from the left and right.


Remo reversed his stance at the last moment, with a simple pivot on his toes, and saw the glimmer of the knife slide past his face as his right elbow rose to meet the youngster’s rushing face. He was rewarded with a satisfying crunch of bone and cartilage, the cutter’s nose and cheek imploding, impact robbing him of consciousness while sheer momentum kept him moving.


“Oops! Sorry!” Remo yelped as he gave the little punk an extra nudge and sent the limp form into his other adversary’s path. “Coming through!” he warned.


The two young gangsters came together with a jolting impact, one a flaccid scarecrow. Remo heard a muffled grunt and saw the second attacker’s blade slide home above the tumbling rag doll’s hip. It shouldn’t be a mortal wound, if Remo wrapped up his engagement in the next few minutes and the manager could summon an ambulance, but there was bright blood on the fourth man’s knife as he and his comrade toppled to the floor.


“That has got to hurt,” Remo commented.


The young man with the knuckle dusters seemed to have forgotten he was wearing them, or maybe he was simply frightened by the thought of closing to within arm’s length of this most startling round-eyes. Whatever the excuse, he aimed a looping kick at Remo’s face instead of striking with his fists. As with his leader, noise appeared to help the kicker with his move, a high-pitched yipping sound that may have been designed to psych out his adversary.


Remo registered the high kick as a rush of air before he turned to face it. Ducking back as the pointy shoe rushed toward his face, he caught the heel between his thumb and index finger, lifting as he pivoted, the kicker’s other foot swept off the ground by leverage and centrifugal force. The knuck man’s skull collided with the floor and he went limp, another flesh-and-floor-tile speed bump on the battlefield of life.


And that left two.


“You guys suck,” Remo commented.


The young man with the blackjack should have moved while Remo was demolishing his buddy, but he hesitated, checking out the odds and angles. “Seriously. The Drunken Masters are better than you. The Crippled Masters are better than you. David Carradine is better than you and he’s like eighty years old. You even make Jean-Claude Van Damme look talented.”


“Shut up, Cauc!” His attitude told Remo that he longed to cut and run, but there was still his reputation to consider, and a witness who would tell the world if he showed yellow in a pinch. The razor man, meanwhile, was standing back and shooting glances toward the exit, measuring the distance, wondering if he could make it to the street.


“I hate to say this,” Remo said regretfully, “but you know who you guys remind me of?” He winced and stage-whispered, “Steven Seagal.”


That did it. A blend of rage and stubborn pride propelled the sap man forward, swinging wildly with his leather-shrouded weapon. Remo ducked beneath a reckless swing and poked a few stiff fingers up into the young man’s solar plexus. He could easily have stopped the beating heart inside that rib cage, maybe ripped it out and placed it in the hoodlum’s hand, but he was satisfied to drive the wind out of his adversary’s lungs and spray the remnants of his breakfast on the nearest wall.


The sap man staggered, went down on one knee and lost his weapon as he clutched his burning abdomen. Still conscious, there was nothing he could do to help himself as Remo stepped in close and tapped him at the junction of his skull and spine, obliterating awareness. The slump became a sprawl, the punk collapsing on his side.


When Remo turned to face the razor man, his final standing target met him with a show of teeth that could have passed for either a smile or a grimace. He had grabbed the hostess and was holding her in front of him with one arm wrapped around her upper body while his free hand held the open razor to her throat.


“I’ll cut her, man!” he said.


“That wouldn’t be the smartest thing you’ve ever done,” said Remo.


“Oh, yeah? Why not?”


“Because your friends are still alive. They came at me, and I gave them a break. You cut the girl—” he frowned and shook his head “—no breaks for you.”


“She’ll still be dead,” the razor man retorted. “Maybe she can be my prom date when I get to hell.”


“Did anybody mention killing you?” asked Remo. “Hey, not me. I couldn’t bring myself to let you off that easy, kid. I’d have to break your legs in six or seven places each, the same thing with your arms. The spine’s a little trickier, but I know how it’s done. A simple twist, not too much pressure.


“You’re a basket case before you know it, paralyzed from the neck down, but still in constant pain. Can’t scratch your nose or wipe your ass, but that’s all right. You’ll have a nurse to do it for you. Hell, the tricks the doctors know these days, you ought to live another sixty years, at least. I might drop in to visit you and celebrate our anniversary, make sure those pain receptors keep on functioning. Sound good to you?”


“You’re fulla shit!”


“So call my bluff if you’re feeling lucky, punk,” said Remo. “Go ahead. Go for it. Make my day. One thing, though—make sure it’s what you really want to do, because you’ll wind up paying for it for a long damn time.”


The hoodlum thought about it. To be fair, thinking was probably not something he did often. He certainly didn’t do it well, and at this moment he made one of his least successful thinking attempts ever.


He decided to cut.


Remo saw the slight whitening of his knife hand and the smallest change in the indentation of the hostess’s skin at the moment the pressure of the blade increased.


Remo moved. Fast. Faster than the kid would have thought possible, even though he’d seen the round-eyes do some pretty amazing stuff in the past minute or so.


But that was all nothing compared to what happened now. Remo moved in and took the razor out of the punk’s hand—before the pressure was sufficient to slice into the flesh of the poor hostess.


Then Remo took the hostess away, as well.


She was surprised to find herself suddenly safe—for a heartbeat she had thought the guy was starting to cut her, and now where she was standing was several paces away from the action.


Such as it was.


The punk who until recently had been in possession of hostage and victim now was trying figure out where both had gone.


Well, there was his victim. What was she doing way over there?


Oh. There was a razor. The Caucasian with the quick moves had it. He was bending it.


That was a pretty damn good blade. Stainless steel. Strong. Bending it should be difficult. Twisting and squeezing it into a small metal ball should be impossible.


That’s exactly what round-eyes was doing. But his eyes weren’t round anymore. They were the shape of death.


Enlightenment came to the punk. He didn’t know what the guy was, but he was way beyond normal. And he had made the punk a promise. Something about a lifetime of pain and paralysis.


The punk turned and tried to run out the door, but the frantic movement of his feet wasn’t matched by the rapid transition of the scenery from the interior of the restaurant to the exterior of Larchmont, New York. This had a lot to do, he decided, with the fact that his feet were not in contact with the ground.


The Caucasian had him by the collar and was holding him high without apparent strain.


“Just kill me,” the punk begged.


Remo Williams smiled a smile that would haunt the nightmares of the punk for years and years. “Sorry. A promise is a promise.”


Remo quickly did what he had promised.


The hostess saw it all. Described it all to the police. She couldn’t describe the perpetrator. She never got a good look at his face. Nobody did.


“You wouldn’t be covering up for the guy?” the Larchmont detective demanded.


“Covering up for him?” she asked. “What is there to cover up for? He is a hero. If I knew who he was, I would go to the press and proclaim to the world that he is a courageous man who stood up for the unprotected ethnic citizens when the Larchmont police were conspicuously absent. I know people in the media.”


The detective lost his bluster. “Okay, miss, we’re all on the same side here. No need to get Barbara Walters.”


The hostess’s dark eyes glinted with determination as she corrected him. “Connie Chung,” she said distinctly.


The detective stammered for a minute. “Now, let’s be reasonable—you can’t go publicizing things like that,” he whined. “People get in trouble. People get fired. It’s not fair and it’s just not true.”


“Then why were our complaints ignored?”


“Complaints?”


“Six complaints called in to the Larchmont Police Department in three weeks. We recorded the calls. Would you like to hear our tapes?”


“That won’t be necessary….”


“Aunt Connie would like to hear them, I bet.” Remo was already long-gone by then. When he noted the wail of approaching sirens, he left the restaurant, pausing briefly to choose a fortune cookie from a bowl beside the register.


He liked fortune cookies. Not that he ever ate them. It was the fortunes themselves, delivering their tidbits of erudition silently, unlike some other fonts of wisdom Remo could name. If you didn’t like your fortune, you could just toss it out and forget it. A fortune cookie didn’t follow you around nagging you for days. Or weeks. Or years.


Outside, he cracked the cookie open and removed the slip of folded paper from its ruptured heart. The fortune told him “You will meet a fascinating stranger when the moon is full.” And underneath that prophecy, in smaller print: “Your luck number is seven.”
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