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Chapter 1


Frank Krauser had already received his fifteen minutes of fame. Tomorrow he would be famous again, but he wouldn’t live to see it. Frank Krauser was on his way out, about to meet his Maker. He was eating his proverbial final doughnut.


Doughnuts were what got Frank Krauser in trouble in the first place. He ate a lot of them, and he spaced them out throughout the course of the day. The problem was that he never left the Dunk-A-Donut shop in between doughnuts—even while he was on the clock for the Chicago Streets and Sanitation Department Somebody at Channel 8 News did some hard-core investigative reporting, which involved sitting in a car on the street and aiming a video camera at the front of the Dunk-A-Donuts, turning the camera on and letting it roll. The place was all windows; the camera saw everything that happened, clear as day. Channel 8 came back with six hard-hitting hours of video of Frank Krauser sitting in the corner booth at the doughnut shop, reading the Chicago Sun-Times, talking to cops and other city workers, chatting with the locals and the staff, reading the Chicago Tribune, reading the back of the sugar packets and generally not performing his duties as an employee of Streets and San.


At the end of six hours, Frank pushed himself to his feet, spent a good ten minutes making his farewells to the staff and he walked down the street to the work site, where the crew he was supervising was cleaning up after its day of street repairs.


Channel 8 didn’t show all six hours, but it did broadcast forty-five seconds of it during a sweeps piece called “Slackers at Streets and Sanitation”. The mayor held a news conference in his rumpled suit and promised an investigation and immediate reforms. Frank Krauser was suspended.


The Committee for a Cleaner Streets and Sanitation Department roamed the city of Chicago for days, then public interest waned. The committee turned in its official Report, which was actually the same report turned in years ago by a similar committee made up of the same committee members. They did go to the effort of changing the dates in the margin and, unlike the 1999 report, they ran the spell check. So you could say it was a new report.


Frank Krauser’s suspension was lifted, which really irritated him. Unknown to Channel 8 News, it had been a paid suspension. Krauser was getting paid for doing nothing and found he really enjoyed it. Now he’d have to drive all the way out to the work site, every single day.


“It’s inconvenient,” he told his cousin, who was one of the top dogs at Streets and San. “What kind of a sham investigation did they do, anyway? You can’t tell me they did a complete job in only two weeks.”


“It was very thorough,” his cousin said defensively. “I keep telling you to throw your back out or something, Frank. Go on disability. You can milk it until retirement.”


“Easy for you to say,” Frank said. “They only pay you like seventy percent of your salary.”


“You’ll save that much buying your doughnuts by the box at the grocery store, Frank.”


Frank slammed the phone. His cousin was a moron. Supermarket doughnuts—he hated supermarket doughnuts!


So, unhappily, Frank went back on the job. Instead of getting his own four-block zone of the city, his cousin insisted on putting Frank’s crew on a rotating schedule of work sites, so Frank always had to be looking for a new doughnut shop. Sometimes, after arriving at a new work site, he’d find himself without a doughnut shop within a mile or more! He was not walking that far!


So nowadays he had the crew drop him off first thing in the morning—he never even went to the work site.


Even worse, not every doughnut shop was the same. Even among Dunk-A-Donut franchise outlets there was a noticeable inconsistency in the quality of the product. Sometimes there would be no franchise, just a local bakery-type place, where they frowned on his hours of loitering even though he bought doughnuts one after another all day long.


On the very last day of his life, Frank Krauser discovered Krunchy Kreme Do-Nuts.


He’d heard about Krunchy Kreme. Who hadn’t heard about Krunchy Kreme, the doughnut chain from the Deep South? People said eating a Krunchy Kreme doughnut was like taking a bite out of heaven. You could watch them being made! You could watch the doughnut move through a waterfall of doughnut glaze! Frank watched the news about the first Krunchy Kreme opening in the Chicago suburbs. Lines of patrons gathered outside at four in the morning—and the shop didn’t even open until six! The first customers came out munching doughnuts and beaming for the news reporters. “Delicious! Scrumptious! The best doughnuts I have ever eaten!”


“Oh, give me a break!” Frank said to Officer Raymond O’Farrell. Ray and Frank often shared coffee and French Delights about midmorning—when Frank was working anywhere near Ray’s beat.


Ray shrugged. “I hear they’re good.”


“Maybe good, but how much better can it get? I mean, you believe these idiots?”


But Frank Krauser’s interest was piqued. Krunchy Kreme shops started opening inside the Chicago city limits. Finally the day came when Frank Krauser’s crew was transferred to a new work site within two blocks of Krunchy Kreme.


“Drop me there,” he told his assistant supervisor. “I’m gonna see if these damn things are as good as everybody says.”


The morning rush was over, but the place was still pretty packed. Frank bought a couple of Krunchy Kremes and a big coffee, then paused for a moment to gaze at the famous doughnut factory through the windows.


Dough was extruded in rings onto the stainless-steel conveyor, which carried them down into a vat of hot oil. They bubbled and bobbed before emerging golden brown. Up the little roller coaster they moved, cooling for a twenty seconds or so, and then they reached the famous waterfall of glaze.


The rich-looking glaze spilled thick and gooey over the hot doughnuts, drenching them in sugary goodness. Frank Krauser had to admit, it looked delicious.


Then came a series of gleaming steel dispensing machines, which coated the doughnuts with a shower of multicolor sprinkles or toasted coconut or crushed nuts, or drenched them yet again, with chocolate or white frosting. A select few doughnuts were penetrated by a rapid-fire cream-filling machine, whose nozzle dripped cream between thrusts.


Frank Krauser felt himself becoming aroused.


“All for show,” he told himself as he broke away and took the only empty booth in the place.


It was a nice enough place. Clean. Polite people behind the counter. Coffee smelled good. But none of that mattered if the doughnut failed the Frank Krauser quality.


At 9:18 a.m. on that momentous Monday morning, Frank Krauser bit into his first Krunchy Kreme.


At 11:56 a.m. on that same morning, he bit into his eighteenth.


“So, they as good as they all say, Frank?” asked Officer Ray, who stopped in about two that afternoon.


“Better believe it!” Frank leaned back in his chair and pulled tight on the bottom of his T-shirt. “They gave me this.”


“‘Krunchy Kreme Konvert,’” Ray read aloud from the front of the shirt.


“And proud of it. I ain’t never eatin’ no other doughnuts!” Frank didn’t know how prophetic his words were. When Ray went back to work, Frank noticed the Ford SUV parked across the street. He was sure he had noticed it before. Like an hour ago. He could see the silhouettes of two men sitting inside. Frank got worried. If he got busted again on Channel 8 News, it might not blow over so fast. He might be forced to take unpaid leave.


At four o’clock the SUV was still there, and Frank knew it was another damn news camera in there, violating his privacy. His assistant supervisor showed up at five.


By then Frank had a brilliant plan. “Listen, Paul, I’m staying here. You go back and have Margie mark me as off today. Say it’s a personal day.”


“How you gonna get home, Frank?”


“I’ll take a cab. Later.”


Paul left. Frank chuckled with self-satisfaction. Let them film him all day. He wasn’t officially working today, so he really wasn’t doing anything wrong. As an added bonus, Frank had a good excuse for staying right there at Krunchy Kreme Do-Nuts. He could eat doughnuts and egg on the idiots from Channel 8.


When Frank Krauser finally headed home to his south-side town house, he strolled past the site where his crew had been yanking out sidewalks all day. A cement truck was parked there, its huge drum turning, keeping the concrete mixed inside. Must have a night shift coming to pour it overnight so the new concrete could set before the morning vandals came along with the bright idea to write their names in it.


A vehicle roared up the street and swerved, coming to a halt with a chirp of tires right in front of him. It was the Ford SUV from the doughnut shop.


“What the fuck?”


The doors opened, front and back, and the four men who emerged wore tight black outfits that covered them completely except for their hands and heads. Those were covered in white gloves and white ski masks.


“Who are you clowns?”


Then he noticed that the masked men were carrying small plastic devices, each with a pair of metal probes at the front. They also had machine guns dangling from shoulder straps.


“You ain’t from Channel 8!” Frank exclaimed, protectively pulling his big sack of Krunchy Kremes to his chest.


The biggest of the gunmen approached Frank silently and swiftly, his eyes blazing behind his mask, Frank turned to run and found that one of the black-and-white clowns was right behind him, holding one of the little plastic things at him. Sparks of blue electricity sizzled out from the twin metal studs.


“Hey, assho—”


Frank’s flabby arms were locked behind him in a pair of arms that felt more like steel clamps. “Hey! Lemme go, you piece of shit!”


Frank leaned forward and swung his great girth from side to side, the dangling sack of doughnuts flying all over the place. Frank lifted his assailant right off the ground—but the lock on Frank’s arms didn’t weaken.


Another one of the black-and-whites came right up to Frank and stuck the zapper in his neck. Frank couldn’t get his feet moving, and he felt a painful jolt that stiffened his wobbly limbs.


The next thing he knew, Frank Krauser was being carried. There were grunts and curses, and it seemed he was being hoisted high off the ground before being dumped on a cold metal platform. A loud rumble nearby came to a stop.


“He’ll never fit!” somebody complained.


“We’ll make him fit.”


Frank was able to shift his head enough to see the back end of the cement mixer just a few feet away, and watched with growing horror as the black-and-white clowns attached a big screw clamp to the opening and cranked it, forcing it apart. The steel ripped. Soon the entrance into the cement mixer was widened enough for—


“No. No way,” Frank croaked.


“Yes way,” said the great big black-and-white. Behind the white mask the hulk was grinning.


“Why?”


“You are corrupt,” said the unemotional voice of another man.


“I ain’t!”


“These are a symbol, of your corruption.” The man lifted the bag of Krunchy Kremes that Frank still clenched in his frozen fist. Frank jerked the bag away.


“Guess you need another dose of cooperation,” the smaller man said, and put the stun device to Frank’s throat again. Frank jerked and went limp. Lightning flashes obscured his vision, but he felt himself being lifted again. It took all four of them to get him up, cursing and screaming.


Where were the cops? This was the city of Chicago. There were four million people. Hadn’t anybody called the cops?


They had his upper body inside the drum when they paused to gather their strength. Frank could feel his legs dangling outside. His vision cleared enough for him to see, by the light of the street lamp, the mass of wet concrete that waited below to swallow him. He forced his body to work, to move. He pushed against the slimy insides of the drum and lost his grip on the doughnut sack, which slid down, down, down into the concrete, where it rested on the surface. Frank sobbed.


“Come on, let’s finish this,” said one of his assailants.


Frank felt their hands on his legs and he started kicking, feebly. They grabbed his ankles anyway and pushed all of him inside the mixer.


He whimpered and tried making his arms work, tried to get himself turned, and only managed to move sideways before he slid into the concrete. His head landed on the sack of doughnuts and forced them into the wet mess. Frank felt the cold mass embracing him and he tried to shout. The gritty, heavy stuff filled his mouth and covered his eyes.


With a last surge of adrenaline, Frank crawled upright and thrust his body out of the concrete. He opened his eyes and saw the light outside the mixer for a moment. He cried out and reached for the light, but then the junk blotted it out for the final time. He clawed for purchase, unable to see, unable to hear.


But he did feel the rumble of the engine. He felt his world begin to turn.


None of the media outlets really knew how to handle the event. Channel 8, the news station that had vilified Frank Krauser the previous year, wouldn’t touch it. A few of the other stations tried to come up with a Frank-Krauser-as-victim angle but gave up. Most of the coverage was limited to anecdotal blurbs in the papers and a twenty-second brief on the morning news show.


The police never could decide if Krauser was murdered or not, so they conveniently decided on “not” and forgot about him. In fact, before very long, almost everybody had forgotten about Frank Krauser.


He had simply not been a very important person.


That morning, though, one man who read about Frank Krauser’s death in the online newspapers had been searching for just this kind of thing. What he read made his lemony face pucker with concern.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he would have made a lousy used-car salesman.


“You don’t exactly have a face a man can trust,” said the sailor with the shotgun.


“That’s actually one of the nicer things anyone has said about my face,” Remo replied. “You fire that gun and you’ll put a big hole in your sails.”


“The first big hole will be in you. You’re the killer, aren’t you, eh? You killed Rudy from the Queen Bee, didn’t you?”


“I didn’t kill Rudy, and I didn’t kill the captain of the Turnbleu.”


The man with the shotgun stood up straighter, his face narrowing. The frigid wind tossed his long, greasy brown hair, and the icy droplets of rain collected on his yellow rubber waders, forming rivulets that trickled all the way down his body to the deck. “The Turnbleu was Finster’s boat Finster’s dead?”


‘Yes.”


“They find the body?”


“No, just a lot of red stuff that used to be inside of it.”


“Why you telling me this?” the sailor demanded. “You proud of killing innocent men?”


“I didn’t kill those sailors, but whoever did is working his way down the winner’s list, and you’re next.”


The narrow-faced man looked more stricken. “Finster was leading the pack after Rudy disappeared. If Finster died, then I’m in the lead.”


“And in first place on some bad apple’s to-do list,” Remo added.


“Which is you,” said the narrow-faced man, raising his gun.


Lee Clark dropped the shotgun and cursed his clumsiness, stooping to grab it back. He didn’t see it on the deck. Come to think of it, he hadn’t heard the clatter when it hit the deck. And how come it just left his hands like that?


“Here,” Remo said. He was still standing in the same spot on the other side of the deck hatch but now, somehow, he was holding Clark’s shotgun.


“How’d you do that?”


“Did you notice I am not murdering you at the moment, even though I have the gun?” Remo asked.


“Yes.” Clark’s tone made it clear he didn’t expect his luck to continue long.


“Good. Your next unexpected visitor isn’t going to show you that courtesy, if my hunch is correct,” Remo said as he removed the shell from the shotgun and tossed it to Clark. The sailor looked at it as if he’d never seen it before.


‘I helped myself to this, too.” Remo was holding up a short, thick chunk of cable with heavy screw clamps on either end. Clark knew it looked familiar, but it took him a few seconds to place it.


“That’s a battery cable.”


“I’ll put it back when I’m done,” Remo assured him. “Your generator and batteries will be useless without it, and I could stop you before you could rig up a replacement for this. I don’t want you calling for help.”


Clark laughed sourly. “So what are you up to if you aren’t the killer, eh?”


“I’m the killer catcher,” Remo explained. “You’re my bait, whether you like it or not.”


Clark felt his hopes sink as the man in the summer clothes tossed the shotgun over his shoulder, and he had to have tossed it harder than it seemed because it took a long time for the weapon to rise, vanish against the slate-gray sky, then appear again, falling butt first and straight as a spear. It slid into a rising wave.


The frigid water was cresting at twenty-five feet that morning on the Drake Passage. The sky was the same color as the sea, like dirty bathwater.


Lee Clark never felt more helpless.


“You have to call in on the emergency radio if you have a communications breakdown. That’s in the rules.”


“Yes. That’s right,” Clark said.


“We’ll do it together,” Remo said. He accompanied Clark belowdecks, into a cramped helm behind a narrow window.


“Not much room to stretch your legs,” Remo commented.


“After eight, nine weeks at sea you get used to it,” Clark said.


“Eight weeks? That explains the smell.”


Clark raised an eyebrow. “What smell?”


Remo pointed at the emergency radio, in a tiny, water-resistant plastic case mounted near the ceiling. Clark opened it and turned it on. The unit fed off the sailboat’s generator power, so the batteries were always fully charged. It didn’t take long to get a reply to his hail. Remo had already warned Clark of unspecified consequences if he strayed from the script.


“What’s your situation, Lee? We got mighty worried when we saw your data feed go down.”


“I’m fine, base. Just a generator problem. One of my cable clamps busted and it just fell right off. I’ll have another put on soon enough. Meanwhile, I’ll leave the emergency unit on to receive.”


“Good to hear it.”


Clark signed off and looked expectantly at Remo.


“I told you I am not the killer.”


“Where’s your boat?”


“I jumped in.”


“You parachuted onto a sailboat going eighteen knots in twenty-five-foot seas? Without me noticing? You expect me to believe that?”


“You ask too many questions.”


“And in that getup?” Clark gestured at Remo’s attire.


Well, Remo had to admit he wasn’t dressed for the climate by most standards, but he had found that, under most circumstances, his uniform did just fine. The Italian, hand-sewn leather shoes were comfortable, pliant and tough enough to stand up to days of abuse before going into the trash. Usually the Chinos and T-shirt were warm enough and gave him freedom of movement. There were times when Remo needed freedom of movement.


“I was wearing a windbreaker when I jumped,” he admitted. “It got soaked so I scrapped it.”


“Uh-huh. So what now?” Clark demanded.


“Nothing. Go about your business. The next move is the killer’s.”


“Aren’t you cold?” Clark shouted across the windswept deck. He was retying one of his ropes. The GPS on his watch told him he was still on course, but the wicked wind had him using his smallest sails and he was hard-pressed to keep his sailboat, the lovely Traverser, from heading into the rocky mess of Chilean islands that made up the southernmost point on the Americas.


The wicked wind drove the drizzle under your clothing no matter how tightly you tied your sleeves and collar. The wind and the water could suck the life out of you in no time if you weren’t careful. Clark’s captor—or protector, he wasn’t yet sure which—was not being careful. He had refused the spare coat Clark offered him and come outside in just his blue T-shirt. The T-shirt was wet again.


Clark and Remo were inside for less than a half hour, but Remo’s shirt and pants were bone dry by then. Clark couldn’t help but notice. Now, how had that happened?


At least this Remo was a skilled seaman. He strolled around the heaving deck without apparently noticing the abrupt rises and the sudden plummets. Even Clark didn’t get used to oceans like this, and he made dang sure he wore his safety cable when he was on deck. All it would take was one slip. If he lost his footing during one of those big risers and got dumped in the icy waters of the Drake Passage, he was as good as dead. The Traverser would be out of his reach in seconds and there would no hope of rescue.


Remo didn’t seem too worried about the danger. Lee Clark almost hoped the man would get dumped in the water.


Hell, killer or not, Clark knew he would go back and rescue the guy. It was just the kind of man Lee Clark was.


Remo was cocking his head again, concentrating.


“Are you trying to hear something, is that what you’re doing?” Clark asked.


“Killer’s boat,” Remo explained.


Clark shook his head. “Son, there could be a Fourth of July parade marching alongside us and we wouldn’t hear it in all this weather.”


Remo just cocked his head.


“You don’t expect somebody to come from one of the other racers to get us, do you?” Clark probed.


“Don’t know.”


“There’s more than fifty boats in this race, right, Remo? Most of ’em are the Class IIs and they’re way back. But everybody is way back now. There isn’t anybody close enough to ride up from behind and catch this boat, even with a quick dinghy.”


“Not necessarily.”


“I tell you they’d have to have a quick dinghy. We’re going twenty-two miles per hour land speed. How they going to catch up to us without a quick dinghy?”


“If you don’t stop saying ‘quick dinghy’ I might have to kill you after all,” Remo growled.


“Remo, are you steamin’?” Clark asked incredulously when they were inside again.


Remo didn’t answer, but Clark didn’t need an answer. He could see the steam rising off Remo’s T-shirt.


“You some sort of a cyborg? You know, you got heating elements under your skin, like them little wires that get all orange in the toaster?”


“Yes,” Remo said. “That’s it exactly. Mum’s the word.”


Clark’s eyes grew wide. “You a secret agent from the government? How much did you cost? More than six million dollars. Steve Austin cost six million dollars.”


“That was the 1970s. Human amplification technology is way more expensive these days,” Remo explained. He had recently picked up the term “human amplification” from an airplane magazine article and was pretty pleased to have the chance of actually using it in a sentence. It made him sound downright credible.


“You really are with the government, eh?” Clark mused. “So why you keeping me prisoner like this?”


“I told you, Lee, I need bait. You’re it. I couldn’t have you doing anything out of the ordinary that might warn off the killers.”


Having come to terms with the fact that Remo, last name not clearly enunciated, was not the killer, Clark now had to accept that another party, which was the killer, was likely to be joining them.


“How soon until them murdering sons of bitches make their move?” Clark asked.


“Soon, I hope, before I pass out from the smell,” Remo said.


“What smell?”


The sea calmed as they moved north, and after a night that seemed like days the wind dropped, too, the waves settling to a more reasonable five feet. That was when Remo became even more alert and went up on deck. The sky was less dreary than the day before, but the sun was still no more than a bright spot in the gloomy cloud cover. The precipitation was gone and the air was scrubbed dean, giving them a view to the horizon. Clark had bundled up and tromped out after Remo, only to find the expensive bionic CIA operative standing there doing the listening thing again. Clark examined the ear too closely.


“You’re violating my personal space, Lee.”


“It’s a superear like Jamie Sommers, eh? You know, Steve Austin’s girlfriend?”


“If I told you I would have to kill you,” Remo replied and moved a few paces away from the man who had lived for nearly two months on a sailboat that had no shower.


Remo’s sense of hearing was well beyond the range of most humans, but there were no electronics stuck in there. Remo Williams had the highly tuned hearing of one trained in the arts of Sinanju.


There was more to Sinanju than hearing, and in fact all Remo’s senses were magnified to an uncanny degree.


His sense of balance came not from years at sea but from Sinanju, as well. He controlled his body to a degree far beyond that of everyday men and women. Staying warm in inclement weather and the ability to dry his clothes—these came simply from manipulating his body heat.


But even that was just the beginning of what Sinanju was, and Remo was the Reigning Master of Sinanju.


The only other living Master, the Master Emeritus, was back home in Connecticut watching Spanish language soap operas.


Soaps or no soaps, Remo would have preferred the Connecticut duplex to this fume-filled toy boat. When would the killers come?


And how would they come? Not by air. The spy satellites would spot them for sure. After the first mysterious murder many electronic eyes had started monitoring the Around the World All by Yourself sailboat race. Still, another sailor had been murdered, out in the middle of nowhere, and the electronic eyes never saw a thing. Not on radar, not on thermal, not on visual.


A boat? The spy sats knew how to look for the wake of any boat that was fast enough to catch up to a racing sailboat.


So if it wasn’t above the water or on the water, it could only be below the water. Remo had spent hours listening for the sound of a surfacing submarine, or any anomalous noise resonating through the Traverser’s hull. There was nothing.


“What if the killers don’t come, Agent Remo?” Clark asked. “The government gonna send out a boat to pick you up?”


“I think that would not be appreciated by my superiors in the agency,” Remo commented. “I’ll walk home if I have to.”


“’Cause I got to tell you,” Clark added, “it don’t look like they’re coming.”


Remo nodded. Then he heard the sound. “Well, look, Lee, here they are now.”


Clark spun like a top and looked northeast, where the horizon hid the Chilean shore. He saw nothing at first, then a pinprick resolved against the waves. “Coming fast!” he muttered. “What the hell is it?”


“Not a submarine,” Remo said.


“I know, but what?”


“A water wing or a wind-effect craft or whatever they’re called.”


“A ground-effect craft, you mean?” Clark said. “Well, that explains it.”


Yeah, Remo thought. That explained it He had taken a ride on such a craft before. This was a smaller version of the heavy-lift craft he once rode across the Atlantic. This vehicle had a wingspan no bigger than that of a twin-engine aircraft, with broad, canopied wings that took it only a few feet off the surface of the water. The propellers out front powered it and air pressure built up between the wings and the water’s surface to keep her airborne at all but the slowest speeds. Without the drag of the water, the craft could go as fast as a speedboat. This one looked souped up to go much faster.


In under a minute the winged craft had closed in on. the bobbing Traverser, and it banked to reduce speed quickly, then landed hard on the water’s surface, her speed propelling her directly at the sailboat as if to impale her on its sharp nose.


By then Remo had sent Lee Clark belowdecks. Remo was now in a plastic yellow rain jacket. He felt stupid wearing it with his hand-sewn leather shoes, but he wouldn’t wear it long anyway.


The ground-effect craft was black and shiny, polished to help it slip through the air, and there was a sheen of water covering wings. Remo had noticed that the thin steel rods that jutted like fingers from the wings and the nose were configured to penetrate the ocean’s surface, even when the craft was airborne, and channel water over the top surface of the wings in a constant trickle. Remo understood that. It was controlling its temperature to hide it from the thermal-imaging satellites looking for hot spots. No wake and a skin color the same as the ocean made it visually undetectable. A perfect way to sneak up on a speeding sailboat. And the thing was fast.


“You guys are in a big hurry, eh?” Remo called down to the men in tight-fitting outfits that jumped out of the side door of the craft just after tossing out their preinflated life raft. The inflatable’s electric motor came to life with a high-pitched whine. Only a few yards separated the strange craft from the sailboat, but the raft closed the distance in a flash.


“That’s a pretty cool motor you boys got on that little blow-up there, eh? Where’s the fire, eh?”


The strangers never even slowed, just grabbed onto the Traverser’s deck rails and yanked themselves over, landing on the deck in the same instant.


“Pretty neat moves,” Remo said. “You guys ought to be in a water show. You know, a year don’t go by that the wife and I don’t get out to Wisconsin Dells for the Tommy Bartlett Show. Now, you guy’s ain’t that good, eh, but—”


“Shut up!” barked one of the men. Their thermal suits included hoods that exposed only their faces. Remo found he could only tell them apart by nose size. Even their automatic rifles were identical.


“Hey, there, now, Big Nose, we don’t allow no guns on board, eh.”


“I said shut up! Put your damn hands in the air!”


“Don’t appreciate the unfriendly tone of voice,” Remo replied.


“He’s lost it,” said the second man, waving his blackened rifle at Remo Williams. “He was out here too long and he snapped.”


“Well, my wife always says I’m crazy,” Remo said happily. “She says I’m as loopy as a loon. ‘Remo,’ she says, ‘you’re as loopy as a loon!”’


“Remo? I thought your name was Lee,” the first gunner said. “Lee Clark.”


“Don’t tell me we got the wrong boat.”


“Right boat, Bigger Nose,” Remo said, all the friendliness gone from his voice. “Wrong sailor.”


“Shit, they made us!” Big Nose exclaimed.


“Let’s kill him and go!” Bigger Nose added.


They agreed on this course of action without further discussion and began firing their weapons.


Their quick, controlled bursts of automatic gunfire should have been sufficient to wipe out a large crew, but for some reason this one sailor went untouched. He was moving, shifting, almost dancing this way and that, even as he was coming at them with slippery speed. Surely he wasn’t dodging the bullets?


He got to them before their magazines were used up, snatched the rifles out of their hands with a brisk movement and twisted the barrels together like wire.


They were both trained soldiers, and they both instinctively went for backup weapons sheathed, strapped and holstered about their bodies, but then they froze, paralyzed by pain.


Remo held each of them by the wrist and pushed a thumb into their flesh, in just the right spot.


“Who talks and who dies, eh?” Remo asked.


“He’ll kill us!” one of them croaked, his eyeballs craning to the side. He was referring to the ground-effect craft.


Remo could hear the rapid movement of the pilot inside. Going for a gun, Remo assumed. These guys took their security seriously if they were willing to waste their own men.


“Let’s go,” Remo said, jerking the attackers across the deck, where the pilot couldn’t target them.


Remo took only two steps before he felt something strange, a tiny surge of an electrical current that passed through each attacker’s body. Then he sensed the activation of a minute electromechanical switch somewhere on the torso of each man.


Remo moved fast, spinning himself in place and dragging both the attackers with him, then he released them. One of them flew down from the rail, directly into the sea and exploded just as he hit, blasting the Traverser and Remo Williams with a wall of water.


But the second attacker was airborne over the deck of the sailboat when the explosives strapped to his body detonated. Remo had put all his skill and strength into launching his attackers, and there wasn’t time to dodge the blast, but he had expelled the air from his lungs and allowed his body to ride out the crushing cushions of air that slammed him from two sides.


It was over in an instant, and Remo inhaled deeply as the sailboat bobbed wildly. The Traverser’s deck was cratered where the second attacker had blown up, and the deck was littered with gore and body parts.


The ground-effect craft revved her engines and gathered speed, her hull rising high in the water. Once she was released from the friction of the sea, her speed would increase rapidly..


Remo glanced around and found the twisted rifles, pushed to the aft end of the deck by the explosion. He lifted the awkward, heavy contortion of metal and tested its weight in his hand. The escaping craft skimmed a high wave and lifted free, humming props accelerating her to raceboat speeds.


Remo flung the twisted metal and watched it wobble through the air as he heard Lee Clark emerge. Clark took in the bizarre, morbid scene and followed the long flight of the twisted metal.


The conjoined rifles seemed to hover high above the accelerating ground-effect craft, then floated down, down, inserting themselves into the right prop just about the time the craft reached sixty-five miles per hour. The prop disintegrated, the right side lurched and the wing penetrated the water while the left side kept going forward. The result was a spectacular cartwheel of fiberglass and metal parts and spraying water. The frameless body and wings were designed to withstand extreme forces, but this was way beyond their design limits. The craft separated into two large wing pieces, the passenger compartment and many smaller parts.


“Aw, crap,” Remo said, and jumped over the rail into the inflatable landing raft that the attackers had used. The little motor had died once the attackers left it, but it buzzed angrily to life when Remo pushed the button.


Remo had faster ways of reaching to the crash, but not of getting there and bringing back a seriously wounded pilot. He arrived just as the steel cage of the cockpit, floating in a jagged bowl of broken fiberglass, leaned into the Pacific Ocean, filled with water and submerged. Remo leaped from the inflatable and hit the water in a dive so sharp he barely rippled the surface or the floating debris.


He caught up to the pilot cage about twenty-five feet down, reached inside and dragged out the pilot.


The pilot stared at Remo Williams all the way back to the surface, and all the way back to the sailboat. The pilot wasn’t going to be answering any questions, but at least he was a corpse that might be identified.


Back on the Traverser, around-the-world sailor Lee Clark was using his mop to swab the gory deck. He liked to run a tight ship.




Chapter 3


“I wish you would have stopped him,” said the man with the gray complexion. He was sitting behind a huge desk with an onyx top. Behind him, out the large picture window, was his seldom-admired view of Long Island Sound.


“Why?” Remo asked.


“We might have identified the body,” Harold W. Smith said.


“Believe me, there wasn’t anything left to identify. He blew up real good. You want to try a DNA test, go wring some samples from Lee Clark’s mop.”


“Use your manners!” said the little old man in the chair next to Remo.


“That’s precisely what the Chileans did,” said Smith, looking sour. But then, he always looked sour. And he always looked gray. Smith had been gray all his life, since childhood, but old age made him appear even less healthy.


“The poor guy was about to lose his marbles,” Remo explained, “and it seemed like cleaning up the blood and guts was his way of working through it.”


“It was a murder investigation,” Smith insisted. “Clark was one of the victims, Smitty, and he was the only victim not beyond help, so I helped him by not stopping him from helping himself. Under the circumstances it was the decent thing to do.”


“It was not what you should have done,” Smith insisted.


The old man in the next chair was regarding Remo with the distaste of a haughty parent who has just caught his prep-school son picking his nose. “He is always doing what he should not do, Emperor,” said the old man in a high, lamenting voice. He was dressed in a long kimono of orange silk, decorated with a riot of hand-embroidered birds and animals in a rainbow of colors. The man was Korean, his features prominent despite his mask of wrinkles. He was Chiun, and he was very, very old.


Remo didn’t respond to either Smith or Chiun.


“They were able to find several tissue samples on the boat,” Mark Howard said. The younger man was sitting on the old couch, papers spread, across his lap. “No match from the tests so far.”


“See?” Remo said to Smith. “No problem.”


“Withmore of the body we might have been able to make that identification,” Smith said. “There might have been a finger capable of giving us a print.”


“There wasn’t. I was there, remember? Most of him went into the ocean when he exploded anyway. Plus, I got you a whole, unexploded body. Where’s my thanks for that?”


“More impertinence! I can only apologize for him,” Chiun said.


Smith gave Remo Williams the sourest of looks, the expression of a man who had just bitten into a wedge of orange only to realize too late that it was a lemon. Remo had been on the receiving end of such glares more times than he could guess. He didn’t even notice them anymore.


“Can we go home now?” Remo asked.


“On to other things,” Smith announced.


“I didn’t know there were other things,” Remo said.


“Do you think I made the arduous journey from our faraway home for no reason?” Chiun asked scornfully.


“What? And carried your own trunks?” Remo queried. “You shouldn’t exert yourself, Little Father. What if you broke a hip?”


“The other thing,” Smith declared forcefully, “is quite serious.”


“The pirates of the Drake Passage were not serious?” Remo said. “Not by your standards.”


“Better than the pirates of the Caribbean,” Chiun observed..


“I’m not going back to the Caribbean,” Remo insisted. “I don’t care if it’s to save the President of the U.S. of A.”.


“This problem seems not to involve the Caribbean, but it could very well involve a threat to the President,” Smith intoned. “May I be allowed to explain?”


Remo knew sarcasm when he heard it. “Go ahead.”


Smith nodded to Mark Howard.


“This was the victim that brought the problem to our attention,” Mark said, handing Remo a color eight-by-ten glossy photograph of a statue.


“It’s a statue,” Remo said. “Of a fat guy.”


“Not a statue at all, but a genuine fat guy,” Howard explained. Mark was Harold Smith’s assistant, in both public and clandestine activities. The public affairs included the administration of Folcroft Sanitarium, a private hospital in Rye, New York, which served as a cover for CURE. CURE was the supersecret agency Harold Smith and Mark Howard administered. Remo Williams, with his mentor Chiun, served as its enforcement arm.


CURE wasn’t an acronym, but was the actual name of the very small organization that had operated for years out of the same office in the private hospital on Long Island Sound. Smith had been its director from the start.


After a brilliant career in U.S. intelligence, Smith had been on the verge of retiring from the CIA when his reputation became known to the President of the United States, a young, idealistic and well-loved man who nevertheless had come to a harsh, realistic conclusion: the constitutional democracy of the United States of America wasn’t working.


It wasn’t working because the rights and freedoms spelled out in the Constitution were being used against the nation, in ways big and small. Crooks were tying up the courts claiming their rights had been violated. Killers went free on technical errors. Known felons were manipulating the legal system and escaping punishment for the most heinous of crimes.


The President, a man fated to die by violence, his assassination watched by the eyes of the world, had a bold plan. Harold W. Smith didn’t want to agree that the plan was necessary or wise.
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