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Prologue


Excerpt from The Annals of the Glorious House of Sinanju:


To all later generations that they might learn truth!


The words you read have been inscribed by the awesome hand of Chiun, unworthy custodian of the present history of our House and trainer of Remo the Fair, who, though not technically of the village proper, was deemed an adequate receptacle by the Master in spite of his pale complexion, strangely deformed eyes and near total lack of gratitude for the greatness bestowed upon him by the most benign and patient Master Chiun. But there is no sense in complaining about things one cannot control, especially the ingratitude of a thankless foundling, so why bother?


The History of Sinanju


And lo during this portentous time, the Master of Sinanju did venture to the most distant western shore of the current Rome. It was called America.


So vast was this nation that it took many days overland to travel from its cold and barren eastern shores to the warmer climes of its west. But because of his special status as royal assassin to America’s mad yet generous Emperor Harold I, the Master did not have to waste his time on common ground transport. A flying machine of Korean design (see The Thieving Wrights: Where They Went Wrong) did spirit him to his destination in mere hours, thus sparing him prolonged contact with the dregs and castoffs who did populate this land.


The Master of Sinanju did travel in secret in the dead of night. This he deemed necessary, for though the Master was acting in the interests of Sinanju, he was not acting directly on behalf of his emperor. However, he was on a mission that would ultimately bring glory to the House and, as a result, glory to he who had contracted with the House. For this reason, when the veil of secrecy was at last lifted, Harold the Generous would rejoice in the Master’s secret actions. Of this, the Master of Sinanju was certain.


And the Master’s airship did travel to that region of America known as California—named thus despite the fact that it was not ruled by a caliph, but by a governor (see White Nomenclature: the Case Against).


As promised by those who had summoned him, a carriage awaited the Master. The coach was a kind reserved for only the most revered individuals in this nation. Called a limousine, it was, and not even the Master’s emperor of the time did have one of these special carriages.


The Master was ushered into this regal chariot and was driven in haste to the preordained meeting place. His destination was a wondrous province of this Caliphless-fornia. A place of magic and wonder, the name of which was known in the four corners of the world. Hollywood it was called, even though no woods of holly were immediately visible to the naked eye (ibid).


When first he had ventured there, this province had presented an enigma to the Master. For though the word studious was trumpeted from every building, no evidence of current study or past education was visible in its inhabitants. Only upon closer inspection did the Master realize that the word was actually studio, which in this tongue was roughly equivalent to the atelier of the French.


Once in the Woods of Holly, the Master’s limousine did speed him between the heavy castle gates of Taurus Studios. There he was met by those who had summoned him.


The first was called Hank Bindle, the second Bruce Marmelstein. Makers of magic they were. Illusionists were they. Theurgists of the highest order who did transform paper into moving images.


“Hey, babe. How you doing? Looking good,” did the first magician, the one called Bindle, pronounce as the Master alighted from his sleek black chariot.


The prestidigitator Marmelstein, not to be outdone, did intone, “Looking great, but what am I talking? It’s got to be—what?—a hundred in the shade out here. I’m sweating my mazurkas off. Let’s go up to the office.”


This they did, Bindle and Marmelstein flanking Chiun, toadying respectfully to the Master.


The air within their fortress of glass and steel was cool, controlled by machines built for men who could not control their own bodies. Only when they were secure in their inner sanctum did the two address the Master.


“The picture’s gonna be great,” Bindle insisted.


“Gangbusters.” Marmelstein nodded, seeming to agree. As was his wont, he employed an odd colloquialism that the Master had not before encountered.


“Boffo,” Bindle pressed, seeming to agree with the agreement.


Their confusing use of language did not distract the Master. For it was written in our histories by the Lesser Wang that “there is a time to endure the braying of jackasses and there is a time to talk turkey.”


Although the Master had partly ventured to this land because of difficulties with their mutual project, there were also problems with a contract between the Master and the wily sorcerers Bindle and Marmelstein.


“I have been contacted by barristers who claim that you are attempting to rewrite our original agreement,” the Master intoned seriously. His piercing hazel eyes searched for deception. With Hollywood producers this was like looking for water in a swimming pool.


“Lies,” lied the crafty Bindle and Marmelstein in unison.


“They have informed me that you wish to cut my percentage down from the agreed-upon amount.”


“Would we do that?” Bindle squeaked.


“No,” Marmelstein answered his partner.


Now, the Master of Sinanju was not a fool. He knew that these two conjurers were attempting to deceive him. And though telling falsehoods to a Master of Sinanju was, under ordinary circumstances, an offense punishable by death, the Master did have need of these two. In his wisdom did Chiun the Brilliant take a new tack.


“I have heard rumors of production delays,” the Master said craftily.


“It’s a little behind,” the worm Bindle confessed.


“More than a little,” the spineless Marmelstein muttered, with a furtive eye on his partner.


“A couple of weeks behind,” the slimy Bindle admitted.


“What we were wondering…” Marmelstein ventured.


“If you could, you know…” offered Bindle.


“Move things along,” Marmelstein finished. There it was. The mendacious magicians had spoken aloud that which the Master already knew.


They needed the Master of Sinanju to move their production forward.


“It would be a pleasure to aid you, O wise Bindle, O learned Marmelstein,” the shrewd Master said magnanimously.


With the words of the Master ringing true in their ears, there was much relief in the private halls of Taurus. Their faces—brown from the captured sunlight of coffinlike booths—did brighten with pleasure.


“Great,” the sorcerer Bindle sighed.


“Perfect,” the toothy Marmelstein exhaled.


But before relief overwhelmed them, the Master of Sinanju held up a staying hand. “When certain contract provisions are met.”


Smiles melted into suntanned skin. The round white eyes of the two magicians belonged to animals in an abattoir.


“But…” Bindle spoke.


“B-but…” Marmelstein stammered. The Master cut them off.


“Our contract will be reopened. I have learned much these many months since first I signed. It will be rewritten in such a way as to make impossible any attempts to deprive the Master of that which is rightfully his due. Plus ten points. Gross. This for my agita. Only when this new contract is processed will I agree to aid you with your difficulties.”


The tricksters Bindle and Marmelstein were at a loss, thwarted by the superior skills and mighty bargaining position of the Master of Sinanju. They conferred among themselves, but only briefly. Finally, Bindle spoke.


“You can have it all,” he said, choking on the words.


“Everything you want,” Marmelstein echoed.


“You will give points?” the Master asked craftily.


“Everything’s negotiable,” the defeated Bindle stated.


“Whatever you say,” agreed the dejected Marmelstein.


“I have heard a rumor that a film starring the foulmouthed jester Edward Murphy was said to have lost money. This in spite of domestic grosses exceeding one hundred million dollars and a production cost much lower than this,” said Chiun the Insightful, who had studied the habits of these Hollywood cretins and was aware of the sly manipulations they were known to make on paper. “This so that the makers of the film did not have to pay the writer.”


“A lie,” Bindle insisted.


“A mistruth,” Marmelstein interjected.


“And if it was true, we would never do that to you,” Bindle stressed.


“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Marmelstein agreed.


“That would be prudent.” The Master of Sinanju nodded sagely. “For if I were to ever learn again that you have attempted to cheat me, I would be forced to deal with you thusly.”


And in demonstration, the Master of Sinanju did raise a single fearsome fingernail.


The Master did draw this lone Knife of Eternity along the center of Bruce Marmelstein’s heavy desk. He expended no effort and when he was finished, a single sharp line—more precise than any manufactured edge could produce—bisected the gleaming piece of mahogany furniture. As Bindle and Marmelstein watched in fear, the Master did slap both hands flat on either side of the line. In the wake of the thunderous clap, the desk did separate in twain, dropping open like the petals of a blooming flower. The rumble of the crashing fragments shook the fortress to its very foundation.


When the Master turned back to face the magicians, he did detect a scent displeasing to him emanating from the lower garments of the wizards. They spoke in haste to him.


“You’ll get everything you want,” the sorcerer Bindle gasped.


“I’ll personally guarantee it,” Marmelstein the Magician agreed quickly. His eyes were filled with terror.


“The new contracts will be ready for you to sign in an hour,” Bindle insisted.


“Half an hour,” Marmelstein said rapidly. “We’ll courier them to your hotel.”


“That reminds me,” the Master said, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “I wish you to pay my hotel expenses, as well.”


“Done,” agreed Bindle.


“I’ll call the limo,” said Marmelstein. Pulling at his trousers, the magician went off to summon the coachman who would take the Master to his lodgings.


“I’ll get the ball rolling with legal,” Bindle said, heading for his telephone.


“I will wait outside,” said Master Chiun, the brilliant negotiator, for the odor in the inner sanctum of the titans of Taurus was more than he could bear. He left the conjurer Bindle to talk to legal.


Thus did the Master of Sinanju, in the earliest days of what Western calendars inaccurately deemed the twenty-first century (see Pope Gregory XIII: Calendars, Carpenters and the Confusion They’ve Wrought), arrive in and conquer the province of Hollywood.




Chapter 1


On the evening of his murder, Walter Anderson steered his Ford Explorer up his driveway at the usual time. A hint of the summer Walter would never see wafted through the open driver’s side window, carried on eddies of warm spring air.


Commuting through Washington that morning, Walter had been surprised to see that the cherry blossoms were just beginning to peek from their buds. Since he hadn’t noticed them on Friday, they had to have started coming out over the weekend. No matter how lousy his mood, the sight of those tiny pink buds always made him feel a little better.


Walter drew slowly up the slight blacktopped incline from Clark Street in suburban Maryland, stopping his truck tight behind his teenage son’s red Camaro. He cut the engine.


Walter paused for a moment, staring at the closed garage door beyond Mike’s sports car. The weak 1950s-style overhead bulb that hung next to the frayed, unused basketball net threw amber shadows across the weathered beige garage door.


He was late again.


Penny would be mad at him. Again. But that seemed to be a given lately. This just happened to be one of the busiest times of year for the construction firm he owned. What did she expect him to do—sell the business? The whole argument was stupid and was always the same. But Walter never heard her complain about the money. Oh, no. Sometimes he’d point this out, but it only provoked more yelling. Tonight he just wasn’t in the mood.


Walter let out a sigh that reeked of his threepack-a-day Marlboro habit and climbed wearily from his truck.


The flagstone path had been installed in the 1960s and was showing definite signs of age. Walter noted dozens of cracked stones between the slowly disintegrating mortar as he trudged toward the front door.


She’d been on him to fix the walk for at least five years. “You build buildings, for Christ’s sake, Walter,” Penny berated him with clockwork frequency. “With dozens of men working for you, you can’t spare one mason to patch the goddamn walk?”


Heading for the front door for what would be the last time, Walter decided to fix the walk. Just like that. Walter Anderson—a man who hadn’t gotten his hands dirty in construction for more than a decade—would go to the hardware store and get a couple of bags of concrete mix. He would personally rip up and redo the walk this weekend.


A spark inside him wanted to be nice. To do something decent for the mother of Mike and little Alice. But mostly he was just tired of hearing her nag. He wouldn’t get one of his guys to do it. He’d do it himself.


She’d probably find a reason to complain about that, too. They’d look destitute in the eyes of the neighbors if he did the work himself. They weren’t paupers, after all.


He didn’t care. His next weekend’s plans already set at nine o’clock Monday night, Walter happily slipped his house key from the others on the ring in his hand and brought it up to the lock on his front door.


At just the slightest pressure, the door popped open.


“Damn kids,” Walter muttered as he pushed the door open all the way. “Least it’s not January.” He took one step across the threshold—his hand still on the brass knob—when he felt a sudden blinding pain shoot through the side of his head. He reeled in place.


The living room was swept in dark maroon shadows. Penny was there. So were the kids, Alice and Mike. On the couch. Gray electrical tape across their mouths. Eyes pleading. Hands and feet bound tightly together.


The pain again. Powerful. Overwhelming. A second to realize he’d been attacked.


He lunged at his assailant. Or wanted to. But something had changed. Penny and the two kids were lower now. On his level. Terrified.


No. He was on their level.


He had fallen. Hands reached up to ward off the next blow. Something struck his fingers, slamming them against his own skull. A shotgun butt.


Fresh pain. Fingers, broken.


Blood on his fingers. His own blood from the gaping wound in the side of his head.


The room was spinning. Ceiling whirling high above him. Cracked plaster. He’d promised to fix that, too.


This weekend. Along with the walk. Hell, he’d even clean the garage. Everything this weekend. If only he could live. If only God would spare his beautiful wife and precious, precious children.


The room, and the world around it, was collapsing into a brilliant hot flash of light. Coalescing into a pinprick explosion. Flickering once, then vanishing forever.


One final blow to the head, and Walter Anderson collapsed in a bloody heap to the floor, never to move again. The front door slammed shut behind him, cutting off the view of the cracked flagstone walk, the repairs of which would now be left to the new, future owners of the Anderson house.


“Get those damn cameras out of here!” Lieutenant Frederick Jonston had yelled that three times already, growing angrier each time. No one seemed to want to listen tonight.


One of the uniforms disengaged from crowd control and headed over to the cluster of reporters. A few other officers followed his lead. Together, they corralled the members of the press back behind the yellow sawhorses.


It was a zoo. At first Jonston had wanted to string up whoever had alerted the media by their eyeballs, but the detective found out after arriving on the scene that the press had received a cryptic phone call from the hostage takers themselves. Just as the police had.


“They still not answering?” Jonston asked the sergeant on the radiophone in the car next to him. “Nothing, Lieutenant.”


Leaning on the open door of the squad car, Jonston looked at the house. Upper middle class. Neatly tended grounds. Nice neighborhood. He frowned.


Lights from the roofs of a dozen cruisers and the dashboards of as many unmarked cars sliced through the post-midnight darkness.


This hostage drama had gone on for four hours. If Jonston had his way, it would not go on another four.


He turned to the sergeant. “How long’s it been?”


“More than twenty minutes.”


That was the last time they’d heard from the men holding the Anderson family.


One of the hostage takers’ victims was already dead. They had let the son—maybe seventeen years old—get as far as the front door before shooting him in the back of the head. There had been a lot of screaming inside after that.


Crouching low, Kevlar-outfitted officers had dragged the boy behind police lines. But he was a lost cause. Jonston’s concern right then was the rest of the family. As far as he knew, the other three—father, mother and daughter—were still alive inside. He intended to keep them that way.


“It’s been too long,” Jonston mused.


Cameras whirred all around. Some were network. The curse of being so close to Washington.


A few men were clustered around him. SWAT-team members, hostage negotiators and other detectives. The microphones were far enough away that they couldn’t pick up his words.


“Let’s do it,” Jonston whispered gruffly. “Take them out if you have to. Whatever force is necessary to save the family. I don’t want any more dead. Understood?”


There was not a single questioning word.


The assault began less than three minutes later. Tear-gas canisters were launched through front and side windows. A split second later, doors were kicked open simultaneously in kitchen, garage, basement and front hall.


Two men went in through the shattered living room picture window, rolling to alert crouches on the glass-covered floor.


Though their timed movements were textbook perfect, none of the efforts made by police were necessary.


The first men in the living room found the Anderson family. The father was piled in a corner, dead from an apparent beating to the head.


The mother and eight-year-old daughter were on the couch. Each had a clear plastic garbage bag over her head. The mother’s had been tied with a bathrobe belt, the daughter’s with a short extension cord. Warm mist from their last, desperate breaths clung to the interior of the bags. Their sightless eyes gazed in horror at the vacant air before them.


Across the room the television played; silently turned to a channel covering the hostage story. Although the power to the home had been cut, the TV was plugged into a black battery box. A retractable silver antenna wobbled in the smoky air.


The tear-gas haze cleared a few minutes later. Lieutenant Jonston was ushered into the living room. His face contorted in disgust at the sight of the dead family.


“Where are they?” he demanded, his voice a low growl.


In reply, a shout issued from the basement. “Down here!”


Dozens of boots and shoes clattered on the old wooden staircase as the men hurried downstairs. Several SWAT-team members were gathered before an area at the front of the cellar that had once been sectioned off for use as a coal chute in the old house. Jonston bulled his way through the men into the narrow alcove.


Stones and mortar that hadn’t been disturbed in a hundred years were collapsed in a pile near the foundation wall. A black tunnel extended beyond. Jonston heard the radio squawk of officers within the depths of the burrow.


“Where does it go?” he demanded levelly.


“We don’t know yet, Lieutenant,” replied a heavily armored officer crouching before the opening. “It’s pretty deep. Looks like they might have been tunneling it for days. Weeks, even. Must have just broken through tonight.”


Jonston glanced up at a small window above him. It sat directly over the tunnel. The dirty panes faced the street, blocked by a thick evergreen. Blue squad car lights swept the window.


The killers had slipped out beneath his own feet. “I want them found now!” Jonston snapped. The escape tunnel led to the sewer system. Fanning out, the police discovered a cap had been loosened on a street near some woods three blocks away from the Anderson house. No one had seen any suspicious vehicles or men on foot. No one had seen a thing. The killers got away scot-free.


After the police were through combing the home, and relatives were finally allowed inside, it was learned that the only things missing were the Anderson daughter’s Girl Scout beret and sash. The killer or killers had left both cash and jewelry.


In a further bizarre twist that capped the whole macabre affair, a small independent film entitled Suburban Decay was released three days later. In the film, a family with the surname Anderson was terrorized and finally murdered by a psychotic neighbor. The film’s killer—an antihero who was eventually successful in his efforts to elude authorities—used a tunnel to escape.


Because of the real-life similarities, the movie was elevated above the art houses and film festivals where such films generally languished. It was bought by a major distributor and went on to make 14.8 million dollars, a box-office take almost 250 times the original cost of the film.


When it was suggested by a print reporter that the mild success of the movie was based solely on public fascination with the real-life Anderson case, a studio spokesman was quoted as saying, “We are saddened by the loss of the friends and family of the Andersons. It is a loss that we, too, feel. We cannot, however, let bizarre similarities to current events compromise the artistic integrity of this studio. Life goes on.”


Reading this report from the comfort of his den, Lieutenant Frederick Jonston made only one bitter comment. “Yeah. It goes on for some.”


Afterward, he wadded the newspaper and threw it in the trash bin next to his cluttered desk. He missed.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he had stopped trying to pretend he was interested in what his employer was saying five minutes before. He had stopped actually listening to what was being said four minutes and fifty-eight seconds earlier. What he had gleaned in those first two seconds before his eyes glazed over and his mind wandered had something to do with bombs or guns or some other things that went boom. At least he thought that’s what it was about.


Remo didn’t like bombs. They always took the fun out of everything. He thought about bombs for a little while. Ticking, exploding. Sometimes, when they went off they were very bright. Almost pretty. Like fireworks on the Fourth of July. Remo watched a bomb explode in his mind. He yawned. “Remo, are you paying attention?”


The voice creaked like a rusted hinge on an ancient door. It yanked Remo from his reverie. When he blinked, he was once more sitting on his living-room floor of his Massachusetts home, legs crossed in the lotus position. From the chair above him, the pinched face of Dr. Harold W. Smith looked down, irritated.


“Yeah, I heard every word, Smitty. Ka-boom. End of the world, all the usual stuff. You hungry?”


“No,” Smith replied tightly. “And this is serious.”


It had to have been. At least in the mind of Harold Smith. The gaunt old man generally didn’t approve of face-to-face meetings. His sharp features were somber. The gray-tinged flesh around his thin lips formed a taut frown. A battered briefcase was balanced carefully on his knees, which were stiff in the neatly pressed gray suit. Confident he had Remo’s attention focused once again, he resumed speaking.


“I have found a disturbing sameness to these cases. I am not certain what the underlying connection is—if any. It is possible that they are merely coincidences. Perhaps even copycat incidences.”


“Yeah. Copycats,” Remo sighed. “Can’t have them.”


Smith’s frown deepened. “You cannot tell me two words I have spoken since I arrived, can you?” he challenged.


Remo’s bored gaze suddenly found focus. “Sure I can,” he said. “Um…” His dark eyes flicked around the room, as if the clues to Smith’s briefing were buried in the wallboard. At last he snapped his fingers, struck with a sudden burst of inspiration. “You said ‘Hi, Remo’ when I let you in. There. Two words.”


“Actually, I said ‘Hello,’” Smith said thinly.


“Oh. Well, I got the ‘Remo’ right.” Dejected, he sunk in on himself, a balloon deflating.


“And could you please turn off the television?” The big-screen TV had been on since Smith’s arrival. On it, four creatures with frozen plastic faces and teardrop-shaped bodies cavorted around a surreal landscape. Each was a different color: orange, maroon, blue or pink. Geometric shapes jutted from the tops of their heads.


For some reason Smith could not fathom, the costumed characters spoke in insipid baby talk while they buttered muffins and bounced balls around the TV screen.


“Don’t tell me you’ve got something against the TeeVee-Fatties, Smitty?” Remo asked. He had been staring blankly at the program through most of Smith’s briefing.


“Please, Remo—” Smith began.


“That’s Poopsy-Woopsy,” Remo interrupted knowingly, pointing to the pink creature. “Jerry Falwell says he’s gay.”


“Yes,” Smith said flatly. His lips pursed. “Where is Master Chiun?” he asked suddenly.


It was the one question Remo had hoped Smith wouldn’t ask.


“Chiun?” Remo said innocently, his spine growing rigid.


“Yes. If you insist on ignoring me, I would like to share this information with both of you at once. I do not wish to have to repeat myself a third time for his benefit.”


“I’ll pay attention,” Remo promised. “Honest.” He clicked off the TV. Poopsy-Woopsy, Tipsy, Wee-Wee and Doh collapsed into a single bright dot and were gone.


To Smith he seemed suddenly too attentive. The older man’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Is Chiun at home?”


Remo missed a beat. “He’s not here,” he admitted vaguely.


“When will he return?”


“I’m not sure. He’s been keeping kind of odd hours lately,” Remo said. “I haven’t seen him in days.”


Smith’s eyebrows slid almost imperceptibly higher on his forehead in an expression of mild curiosity. “That is not like the Master of Sinanju.”


“Trust me, Smitty,” Remo muttered. “It’s more like him than you wanna know.”


Remo was being deliberately unresponsive. The two Masters of Sinanju—the only true practitioners of the most ancient and deadly martial art in the history of mankind—had probably had some kind of fight again.


Smith let the remark pass.


“As I said, these cases I mentioned are similar.”


“A bomber?” Remo asked, now genuinely interested.


“There have been no bombs involved in any of the incidents,” Smith replied, puzzled.


“Didn’t you say something about bombs?”


“No. Remo, please pay attention. There have already been seven people killed.”


Smith took the battered leather briefcase from his lap and set it on the floor between his ankles. Another man would have extracted files from the valise in order to more thoroughly brief his field operative. Not Smith. He didn’t like to rely on paper. Paper was a physical link to the secret work that had occupied virtually all of his adult life. As director of CURE, the supersecret organization charged with safeguarding the constitution, Smith’s desire for secrecy approached paranoia. Although he had used computer printouts in the earlier days of his stewardship of CURE, that habit had waned with the encroachment of the pervasive electronic age.


Telephone briefings were the norm, although at this stage of their decades-long relationship a meeting with Smith was the exception to the rule. The odd nature of this assignment had flushed him out of his office in Folcroft Sanitarium in Rye, New York. For this reason alone, Remo tried to concentrate on what his employer was saying.


“There were two bodies found approximately one month ago in a wooded area in the Florida panhandle. Both were college juniors. Roommates at the same university. They had been hung by their ankles and sexually mutilated. According to police experts, they were tortured for a number of days. Eventually their throats were slit.”


Remo’s attention was focused now. Smith’s dry recitation of the case’s facts seemed only to add to the horror of the incident.


“Did they find out who did it?” Remo asked.


“Not as such,” Smith admitted. “But there is a pattern.” Smith shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “A seemingly unconnected murder took place a few days after this incident. A torso was found in a box near a waste receptacle at a condominium complex in Boise. Authorities are still unable to identify the victim in this case.”


“The same killer?”


“Possibly,” Smith hedged. “Are you familiar with the Anderson case?”


Remo shook his head.


“It has gotten a great deal of coverage on the news the past few days. A family of four was murdered in their Maryland home.”


“Oh, yeah. I think I might have seen something about that,” Remo nodded. “The guy dug a tunnel out or something?”


“‘In’ would be more accurate. This was how the killer or killers gained entry to the Anderson home. They merely used the same route for egress.”


“Wasn’t there something about it being in some dip-shit movie?” Remo asked. “That’s why it was on so much.”


“Yes,” Smith replied. “A film dealing with much the same themes as the true-life Anderson case has opened to critical praise. It is currently doing well in art houses.”


“What’s wrong? Outhouses all booked up?”


“That would be a more appropriate venue,” Smith agreed humorlessly. “But be that as it may, the Anderson case is only part of a larger picture. In the other two incidents I mentioned, films were also released with themes similar to those murders. Like the Anderson film, these did better than expected in large part because of an apparent public fascination with the true-to-life incidents. It is my belief that the fictitious events on-screen are directly linked to those in real life.”


Remo shook his head. “Smitty, this seems like kind of a nothing assignment. I know the FBI can’t find their ass with both hands and a fanny map lately, but it doesn’t sound like they’d need to pull Efrem Zimbalist Jr. out of mothballs for this one. Can’t we just take a break and let them do their jobs for once?”


Smith sat back in his chair. His steely gray eyes were mildly accusatory. “You have been taking a break for the past three months,” he advised, voice level.


“It hasn’t been that long,” Remo said dismissively.


“Yes,” Smith said, nodding, “it has.”


Remo raised an annoyed eyebrow. “Okay, maybe. But can I help it if the bad guys have been in a slump?”


“I had an assignment for you one month ago. The survivalist group in Utah. There was also the potential Islamic terrorist cell in New Jersey the month before that. In both instances you refused to go.”


“Been there, done that,” Remo said. “Survivalists and Arab terrorists are yesterday’s news. Say, the Russian Mafia’s big these days. Or killer viruses. Can’t we do something with those?”


Wordlessly, Smith removed his rimless glasses. Tired fingers massaged the bridge of his patrician nose. “Remo, CURE does not exist to alleviate your ennui. Frankly, I have been a little concerned by your attitude of late. Ever since your encounter with Elizu Roote in New Mexico—”


Remo’s tone hardened. “You don’t have to bring that up.”


During his last assignment a few months before, Remo had encountered a man unlike any he had ever met in all his years as CURE’s enforcement arm. Surgically enhanced with biomechanical implants, Elizu Roote had offered unexpected resistance. And nearly killed Remo.


“I believe I do,” Smith pressed. “Twice in the past six months, your abilities have been put to the test by abnormally dangerous foes. Most recently Roote, and before him, Judith White. I have noticed a creeping apathy in your attitude since then, which I believe is a direct result of these experiences.”


“Apathy schmapathy,” Remo grumbled. “Maybe I’ve just learned not to sweat the small stuff. Life goes on, Smitty.”


Smith replaced his glasses. His gray eyes were level. “It does,” he said, tart voice even. “For some.”


Remo sighed. “Okay, okay, I’m in. So these crummy movies hadn’t been released yet when these things happened?” he asked, his tone anything but enthusiastic.


“No.”


“Could still be a copycat. Some screwball’s getting into sneak previews and then getting his rocks off staging the scenes before the movies are out.”


“That is a possible scenario. Also, there is much information contained in studio press kits—promotional material mailed to critics before the films come out. It is also possible that prints of the films are being stolen before they are released for general distribution. The movie company is claiming that any of these scenarios is a plausible explanation.”


“Wait a minute, Smitty,” Remo said, a sliver of concern in his voice. “Studio? All of this shit’s being shoveled by one company?”


His thoughts turned to Chiun. The Master of Sinanju was in Hollywood right now working on his top secret film. Before he’d left, Chiun made Remo promise he wouldn’t breathe a word to Smith about his film.


Remo had seen the bozos who ran the studio that was making the Master of Sinanju’s movie. The stuff Smith had described was so appalling that it could be right up Bindle and Marmelstein’s alley. For a sudden tense moment, he held his breath. Smith was nodding. “The studio responsible is called Cabbagehead Productions,” the CURE director said.


Remo exhaled silent relief. Not Taurus Studios. “Okay, this seems pretty cut-and-dry to me. Nimrods make lousy movies, kill people to boost ticket sales.” Remo nodded. “And at this point, by the way, I think we should all breathe a sigh of relief that this never occurred to Chevy Chase.”


Smith had already stood to go, collecting his briefcase from the floor. Remo rose to his feet, as well.


“If this is a for-profit venture, I want it stopped,” the CURE director said.


“Can do.” Remo nodded. “Just call me Remo Williams, Wrestler of the Mundane. Say, Smitty, this place isn’t in Hollywood, is it?”


There was something in his tone that caught Smith’s attention. It was almost guilty. “Cabbagehead Productions is a small independent company located in Seattle,” Smith said slowly. “Why?”


“No real reason,” Remo replied vaguely. “Bad memories from the last time I went to Hollywood.”


Smith knew what he was referring to. Nodding understanding, he said, “Do you want me to set aside two tickets to Seattle?”


“Not necessary,” Remo said quickly. “I can handle this one on my own.” He ushered Smith to the front door.


It was tempting to let the potential headache slide. After all, Smith had had more than his share when dealing with the Master of Sinanju. But in the foyer, dread curiosity got the best of him. As Remo held the door open, Smith paused.


“Remo, is there something going on with Master Chiun that I should know about?”


The bland veneer of affected confusion on Remo’s face faded to weary resignation. His shoulders sagged.


“Do you trust me, Smitty?” he asked tiredly. The question surprised the CURE director.


“I suppose,” he said slowly. He was already regretting asking.


Remo locked eyes with Smith. “Then trust me now. You do not want to know.”


The tone was somber, deadly serious. His expression could have been carved from stone.


For an instant, Smith opened his mouth, about to press the issue further. He thought better of it almost at once. Mouth creaking shut, he stepped out the door.


Remo clicked it shut behind him.


As he descended the steps to the sidewalk, the CURE director thought of times in the past when Remo had worn that same expression in regard to the Master of Sinanju. As he hurried down the sidewalk, Harold Smith decided that it might be prudent to stock up on Maalox and Alka-Seltzer on the way home. Just to be on the safe side.




Chapter 3


Shawn Allen Morris’s resume boasted five years of “intimate experience at the frazzled edge of the film industry.” In a forum where truth was always subjective, Shawn had raised the art of inflating one’s personal experience on a resume to gargantuan proportions.


The implication was clear. He was claiming that, like many young men in Tinseltown, he’d spent years toiling on low-budget “indie” films. Even by resume standards, this was an utter lie. The truth was, the closest Shawn had ever come to the film industry was working on a canteen truck on a vacant tract of land near the Paramount lot.


The high point of that job had been the day John Rhys-Davies—Sallah from the Indiana Jones movies—had stopped by for a cheese danish.


When he had first arrived in Hollywood, Shawn spent his evenings attending film school. For 175 bucks per class per semester, he and his classmates would sit in the dark watching Ingmar Bergman movies and pretend to find meaning in them.


At night, he’d talk for hours with his fellow would-be auteurs. And though the arguments were loud and frequent, Shawn and his friends did have some common ground. They all agreed that they were intellectuals and visionaries while the rest of the world was comprised of nothing but Independence Day-watching troglodytes. When day came, these underappreciated geniuses would emerge bleary-eyed from their coffeehouses only to go back to their jobs parking the cars and busing the tables of the aforementioned troglodytes.


Shawn was no different than his classmates. His years of experience in night school left Shawn Allen Morris qualified for one thing: running a canteen truck.


Graduation came and went, and still, after five long years of school, each daybreak found Shawn wiping down the same cracked Formica counter with the same smelly rag and selling the same putrid egg-salad sandwiches to the same sweaty, hairy teamsters.


He would have languished there forever—his genius never recognized—had fate not finally dealt him a movie-inspired chance meeting.


Business had been slow that fateful afternoon. Shawn was about to close up shop when the fire engine-red Jaguar squealed to a desperate stop in the lot beside his ratty old canteen truck. A frenzied young man sprang out. Wild-eyed, he raced over to Shawn, who was in the process of collapsing the supports to the trapdoor above his counter.


“I need a blueberry bagel with cream cheese!” The customer’s intent face was borderline frightening. His cheekbones were high and pointy, jutting out almost as far as his bizarrely elongated chin. His lower jaw extended out, as well, putting his lower teeth in front of his uppers. His face was contorted in a perpetual half grimace, half smirk.


At first, Shawn assumed the man was an actor in creature makeup for some bad sci-fi movie. It was only when he was smearing the cream cheese on the bagel that the customer removed his pair of heart-shaped red sunglasses. Shawn’s mouth dropped open.


“You’re Quintly Tortilli!” he gasped.


“That’s the name on my Oscar,” the customer snapped urgently. He waved an angry hand at the bagel. “Give it here, asshole.”


Shawn hesitated. He knew of Quintly Tortilli all too well. The man was a hero to every failed filmmaker. Although he was now one of Hollywood’s most famous directors, only a few short years before, Tortilli had been employed as an usher in a theater. This in order to be closer to the films he loved so much.


According to all the bios, Quintly devoured films. When he’d made the transition into movies, the young director had borrowed heavily from everyone and everything. Sometimes he regurgitated whole scenes and plots from obscure B movies in his own loud, ultraviolent films. In any other industry this would be seen for what it was: stealing. In Hollywood it was “homage.” Quintly Tortilli was a true Hollywood success story. And now he was displaying some of his famous impatience at the canteen truck of Shawn Allen Morris.
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