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Chapter 1


Dee Ligit didn’t care anymore about being a champion. All he cared about was staying alive.


Two competitors were dead already, and the evidence was right there in front of him. Blood-black smears stained the plywood catch basin that was jokingly called “the Moat.”


Getting hurt was one thing—in the sport of rail surfing you broke bones all the time. But these guys were dead. And not just any two rail surfers. They had been two of the greats.


Antonio the Terrible was a legend. Around from the beginning, when kids first started standing atop trains as a sport, these days he was to rail surfing what Michael Jordan was to basketball. He’d been on a hundred magazine covers in his native Brazil. He had his own line of helmets and knee pads. And now he was dead.


Francis the Fran Man had been around almost as long. He was old, like, in his thirties, and he’d been a star of the sport since he was twelve. It was the Fran Man, the grandfather of American rail surfers, who inspired Dee Ligit to stand on top of a speeding train for the first time. And now the Fran Man was dead, too.


“The show will go on,” declared the vice president of programming for the Extreme Sports Network, sponsor of the first North American extreme rail surfing competition-called Pro Train Surf I. “It would be an insult to these brave athletes to stop it now.”


The network gave the media prerecorded videotapes of Antonio the Terrible and the Fran Man. “We all face death every time we strap a locomotive to our sneakers,” Antonio said in his heavily accented English. “I don’t want the sport to stop if something happens to me. Carry on—let the world see the bravery of all professional rail surfers.”


The Fran Man’s video said pretty much the same thing. In fact, Dee Ligit had made a tape just like it, which was a requirement of the games. You couldn’t compete in Pro Train Surf I until you’d made a tape like that and handed it over to ESN.


Dee said pretty much the same words on his tape and he felt oh so sincere at the time. Now he was miserable and afraid. Sure, he was a professional rail surfer, but he wasn’t one of the superstars of the sport. Tony and the Fran Man—they were in a league of their own, right. If they couldn’t surf this course, how could he?


But he had no choice. If he backed out now, his career was over. He’d lose all credibility. He’d never get another promotional fee. Landing his own branded line of surf shoes would be out of the question—who’d want surf shoes from a guy who was afraid to surf? And for sure he’d lose the fifty-thousand-dollar check from the cereal company that was sponsoring him. He really needed that money.


Dee had to surf the course, but that didn’t mean he had to kill himself in the process. He’d take it easy, go casual. As he stood out on the launch platform, he examined the track and tried not to see the plywood gutters.


When he was a kid, he rail surfed for fun. He didn’t let high school or his parents interfere with his passion. He was expelled from school three months before graduation and kicked out of the house the same day, but it was right about that time he won his first big rail surf competition. He couldn’t even count how many contests he had won since then.


Back then the competitions were strictly underground and illegal. A few hundred devotees would meet in the middle of the night to watch the launch. The launch pad was a truck, a parked boxcar or anything else that was close enough to make a jump possible. The surf train would roll alongside, and the surfers would leap aboard. They were always passenger trains, which traveled regular schedules and offered curved, challenging roofs.


After the surfers leaped aboard, the crowds would drive to the finish line. The best contests involved high-speed trains traveling track with a lot of twists and turns.


Sure, it was hard to stay on. Especially on a sharp curve with a speeding engineer. Dee took his share of tumbles and broke his arms and legs, but he had natural talent, and his cut of the wagering pots was more than he’d make at any job he could think of.


A few months ago he had his biggest win. It was in South Dakota, or maybe the other Dakota. The contest started out as nothing special until Dee heard that the sponsors, a bunch of small-time hoods from Fargo, had invited friends from Las Vegas. The friends from Vegas had never seen train surfing before, but they had cash to wager. The stakes grew to astronomical levels.


The train came and the players leaped onto it. One first-timer misjudged his leap and tumbled right off. Dee chuckled when he witnessed the snap of bones as the kid landed. He heard the kid was a Texan. Hell, they surfed on boxcars down there. His grandmother could surf a boxcar!


When the rain started Dee thought he was a goner, but at least he knew how to take a fall. And yet, as the surface of the passenger car grew slick and the other contestants flew off one after another, Dee managed to stay on.


A rain out became official if all the contestants slid off before the halfway point. Everybody assumed this early downpour would be a rain out for sure—and yet the train came into the finish line with Dee Ligit still surfing the top.


Dee was already well known on the underground train-surfing circuit, and that win made him famous. He got his first cover on LocoSurfer magazine. Then he heard plans for the first legitimate, legal rail-surfing event in the U.S.


The new Extreme Sports Network was behind it, and their people wanted Dee Ligit to compete. “We have all the permits we need to make it legal,” the producer told Dee on the phone. “Now all we need is the athletes.”


Dee said sure, he was interested. Minutes later, the cereal magnate called. The man offered to sponsor him in Pro Train Surf I, including expenses and a hefty fee. Dee got fifty grand just to compete, and a lucrative promotional contract if he won.


Dee Ligit felt everything was going right in his world. He dumped his girlfriend to take advantage of his growing base of adoring rail surf groupies. He got all new gear. He did a photo shoot and felt like a star. He flew first class to California, where the cereal company put him up in a nice room in Bishop Hills, the setting for Pro Train Surf I. Then he went out to have a look at the track.


“What is this?” he asked the ESN crew. It was like no track he had ever surfed—a torturously twisted stretch of narrow-gauge rail in the hills the town was named for. One of the producers from the Extreme Sports Network described the history of the steam engine. The train consisted of an antique steam engine and a single old-fashioned passenger car with an ornate, curved roof, refinished to a slippery shine. But Dee didn’t care about the train.


“What’s with this track?” he demanded.


The producer explained that it was a two-mile stretch of mining rail left over from the Wild West days of Bishop Hills.


“Rail surfers don’t surf track like this,” Dee protested. “We have to have a lot longer curves—these are way too sharp. And we surf for miles and miles—two miles is too short”


The producer gave him a superior look and tried to explain a little bit of reality to Dee Ligit.


“Who’s going to want to watch you boys standing there while you go on a Sunday surf through the corn-fields? And how would we go about filming it, anyway? See, this way we have a short, exciting event and we capture every second of it. We have cameras mounted all over these hills.”


He pointed out the steel camera platforms dotting the hills around the track. They had been expertly camouflaged to blend in with the dried shrubs and rock.


“They look permanent,” Dee said.


“They are. ESN is in this business for the long haul, so to speak. We bought the land, bought the track and bought the engine. We own Pro Train Surf, the only professional rail surfing event in the world.”


Dee got the message. Either get onboard with ESN or get out of the sport. “But what’s with the walls around the track?”


Alongside the entire two-mile tangle of rail was the plywood catch basin, also painted in the browns and tans of desert camouflage.


“That’s the Moat,” the producer said with an ear-to-ear grin. “Legal made us put it in. Got to look like we have safety measures in place.”


“We’re pros,” Dee said. “We can take a fall from a train, dude. It’s what we do. This isn’t gonna help.”


The producer shrugged. “It was either a catcher like this or some sort of netting or cushions, which would make you all look like a bunch of pussies.”


So Dee didn’t argue. The competition began. He made it through the first few elimination rounds, which were tough on all the surfers. Nobody was used to this kind of rail. It was the most challenging track ever train-surfed, and competitors were falling off all over the place. Lots of bones broke in the Moat. With every round of the contest, the speed of the train increased, and when they entered the finals the speed became deadly.


Antonio the Terrible lost his footing at the first sharp turn, called Hanged Man’s Curve. Dee thought he leaned into the turn just right, but his feet went out from under him at the apex of the curve. He flew off the train like a rocket and slammed into the Moat at one of the support braces. His impact cracked the wood-like plate glass, but the steel reinforcing rods held it in place. The coroner said there were at least fourteen major bones broken inside Antonio the Terrible’s body—not counting multiple spinal cord fractures.


Extreme Sports Network made the most of the delay. They stayed live, reporting every few minutes on the latest developments and replaying video of the catastrophe twenty times an hour. Abbreviated video clips were released to news networks around the world, which channeled more viewers to ESN. By afternoon, as the on-site investigation wrapped up, the network was registering its highest viewership ever—and the next contestant was ready to compete.


Francis the Fran Man commented briefly on the sad loss of his longtime friend and professional rival Antonio the Terrible. He told the ESN anchor that, God forbid, should he die while competing, he would certainly want the glorious game to continue.


After which he promptly died.


The Fran Man had to have been overcompensating. He leaned less on Hanged Man’s Curve and nearly fell headlong at the same spot Tony had died, but the Fran Man held his balance with a lot of wild arm waving. At the second sharp curve on the track, the Forty-five Degrees of Doom, he leaned too far. He lost his balance. His feet flew up, and the Fran Man slithered over the edge of the passenger train car. He pushed away from the car; one of the first tricks you learned as a train surfer was to get clear of the train if you fell. He started to roll into the fall, but the fall was already over. The speed and sharpness of the curve basically slingshot the Fran Man into the plywood. His head battered through the wood so far that his upper body penetrated.


“At this point, Fran’s body mass loses its forward momentum,” the ESN anchor explained during his three dozen slow-motion analyses of the accident. “His body weight is pretty evenly balanced between the two sides of the catch basin wall, so gravity drags him down onto the broken wood. Fran is still struggling to get his hands free, but he is literally being knifed open by no less than twenty sharp wooden splinters. Wow—now, that’s an extreme way to die!”


Impromptu protests began, across the country after ESN announced that it would continue the high-speed finals the next day, despite the two fatal accidents. A coalition of media conglomerates hurriedly asked for an emergency injunction against ESN.


“In the interest of public safety, we cannot in good conscience allow the reputation of professional sports to be sullied by this reckless upstart network. It would be irresponsible of us as a broadcasting community to allow viewers to see barbaric and violent activity. We broadcasters want to be known for safe, family-oriented sports programs such as professional football and professional baseball.”


The judges didn’t side with the networks, noting that every member of the coalition was threatened with large revenue losses when they lost viewership and dipped below the audience they had promised their advertisers.


A middle-of-the-night meeting between the networks and the governor of California was unproductive.


“I don’t haff duh audority to stop dis contest,” the governor said sleepily. “Besides, why would I want to?”


“It’s anticompetitive,” one of the lawyers explained. “They are exploiting man’s fascination with the grotesque.”


“So call your guhberment rebresendadives. They can pass legislajhun. Leave me oud of it.”


“The governor has refused to terminate the activity of these barbarians,” the coalition lawyer told the media. “It is a sad day for civilization.”


It was a Sunday, and football broadcasts were trying to hold on to viewership by adding their “Profiles in Felony” feature. During a lull in the game, viewers saw a segment with a star football player’s statistical profile of accused, pending and convicted felonies. They took a cue from college football and outfitted all cheerleaders in pasties and thongs.


Even these improvements couldn’t keep viewers from deserting football that Sunday. Nothing could stop the inevitable continuation of Pro Train Surf I and its locomotive ratings.


The first contestant on the last day of finals was Dee Ligit, who felt sick in spirit and sick in body—he was permanently constipated these days.


He should just walk away. But the eyes of the world were on him, and the train was getting nearer. When Dee Ligit heard the steam engine rumble underneath the launch platform, almost without thinking about it he stepped off into space.


He landed on the top of the passenger car and screamed inside as the train whistled and rumbled around Hanged Man’s Curve. The dark red blot on the inside of the Moat was like the cyclopean eye of Satan.


But it wasn’t that bad, really. The train was moving fast, but he could work with G-forces like this. Dee rode through the Curve.


Next came the Forty-five Degrees of Doom, and Dee raised his arms wide and descended into a bouncy crouch, letting his instincts guide him through the vicious twist in the track. He felt good. His feet felt glued to the train car.


Before he knew it, Dee Ligit stepped off the train onto the landing platform. Everybody was cheering, for him. He had surfed the Pro Train Surf finals and survived.


He was taken into a private booth for an ESN interview, and read his responses sincerely to the camera, then tried not to watch the other surfers take their best shot at the high-speed finals. Every time he heard the gasps from the bleachers he knotted up inside. Competitors dropped every time. Dee realized nobody else was making it to the finish line.


“The final contestant is about to surf,” he heard an ESN anchor telling a camera. “If he falls, this competition is over. If he reaches the finish line, then we head into the superfinal competition.”


Dee watched on the monitors as Luke Hey Wayne prepared to surf. “Please fall. Please fall,” Dee prayed silently. He just couldn’t face the superfinals.


Luke Hey stepped onto the train car and surfed down the straightaway. The engineer cam got a close-up of the teenager’s face—terror drew his large mouth into grinch lips as he approached Hanged Man’s Curve.


As he came into the curve, Luke Hey’s arms began spinning and one of his feet flew out from under him. The boy screamed plaintively and somehow managed to stay atop the car as the track straightened again.


Luke Hey was crying like a baby. A hundred million people around the world watched it in close-up, and then they saw Luke do something unthinkable.


He jumped off the train. He bailed. He bowed out. He took a big dive. He slid off the train car, slid into the Moat and slid on his behind for a hundred feet. The boy clambered out of the Moat, crashed to the earth outside it and ran away sobbing.


Luke Hey was never heard from again.


Could have been me, Dee thought.


There was more hubbub. The crowds were cheering for him again. The reason, as far as he could understand it, was that he had won.


He was the first extreme rail surfing champion of the world.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo, and he felt just as stupid as he looked.


“You look fantastic,” said the Romanian image consultant.


“You’re just saying that.”


“I am a professional. I’d never say it if it weren’t true. Simply put, it is the most natural-looking fake mustache I’ve ever seen.”


“You’re trying to butter me up so I don’t splat you.” Remo gripped the Romanian by the belt and dangled him out the eighth-floor window of the Albuquerque Salon of Image Consultation.


“That wasn’t even a consideration,” the image consultant lied.


Remo could smell a lie a mile away, with or without the fake mustache tickling his nostrils. He wrenched off the mustache and flung it out into space. It tumbled to the street like a skydiving caterpillar. The image consultant watched it disappear.


“Long way down,” Remo pointed out.


“Yes, it sure is.”


“My arm’s getting tired.”


“Sorry to hear that.” The Romanian, named Flower-rescue, or something similar that Remo couldn’t pronounce, examined the arm in question. It wasn’t terribly muscular, but the wrists were thick and hard. The important consideration was how long it could hold a 170-pound Romanian image consultant by the belt.


“I believe my trousers are giving way,” Vlad Florescu said.


“Maybe you should try answering the first question again,” Remo suggested. “Maybe you should think carefully about your answer. The question is about Meredith Fordham. Where is she?”


“Meredith is dead. Dead and gone.” No lies this time.


“How do you know?”


“I helped, well, get rid of her, so to speak.”


There was a rip and yelp as the man’s pants failed at the seams. The image consultant fell.


But not for long. Something locked on his hand, and when he opened his eyes again he was standing inside his salon on the eighth floor of a historic building in downtown Albuquerque, New Mexico.


“What’s the story on Meredith Fordham?” Remo prodded.


Vlad Florescu adjusted his trousers and didn’t seem embarrassed that the inseam had ripped open to the shins. “I did it for her son, Jack. The boy was in trouble.”


“So you helped him kill his mother?”


“She was dead already. The poor woman was a heroin addict. How she managed to hide it from me for all these years I will never know. She was my best friend.”


“What about Jack?”


“Jack is…very intelligent.”


“Yes?”


“And reckless. Irresponsible. But so smart. Anyway, I came to the house to have dinner. We cooked dinner together once a week, Meredith and I. Usually on Mondays but occasionally on Tuesdays. I let myself in, and there was Meredith, dead on the living-room carpet. Jack was in a panic. He was devastated about his mother. She had overdosed herself, you see.”


“Oh boy,” Remo said. “You were doing okay until the end.” The image consultant went out the window again, this time dangling by his ankle. His shout echoed among the high-rises.


“If I let you back inside, do you think you can stick to the truth?”


“Yes, I believe so,” said Florescu, who didn’t look at all like a Vlad.


“I got to hand it to you, Vlad, you are one cool customer.”


“Thank you,” Vlad Florescu said, although he was rather winded. He tried to adjust his trousers, but his trousers were now draped on a No Parking sign in the street below.


“Where was I?”


“Telling me how Meredith Fordham died and why you went along with it,” Remo said.


Vlad Florescu told the truth this time. “The boy did it. He never said so, and I think he wanted me to believe she killed herself, but I know he did it. I helped him get her into an incineration shaft in a local landfill.”


“And in exchange you got…


“My life! I was sure he was going to kill me, too! Plus, er, he gave me fifty thousand dollars from the life insurance.”


Remo rolled his eyes.


“From her savings account. I meant savings account.”


“Ever see Jack again?”


“No, should I?”


“How long ago was this?”


“A year, maybe a year and a half. How is Jack?”


“Rotting in hell.”


“Jack’s dead?” Vlad gasped.


“I didn’t say that.”


Vlad was confused.


“Now, go over one part of the story again,” Remo said. “You walked into the apartment and Meredith was dead. Right?”


“Right. Well, maybe not quite dead. But she was dead soon after that.”


Remo looked expectant.


“She was out cold. Her head was bashed in, you see. But she was still alive. I told Jack she was still alive. He said he didn’t believe me, but I think he did. She, you know, screamed. When she was, you know, burned up.”


Remo nodded. “Now, just so I have it straight, Vlad, you burned your best friend alive for fifty grand.”


“Well,” Vlad said slowly, “yes. I do feel bad about it now.”


Remo nodded and glanced out the window, “Oh, look. There’s your pants.”


“Oh.”


“Don’t you want to see them?”


“No. They’re torn. I have no use for them.”


“But it’s kind of funny. They landed on a No Parking sign.”


“Heh” Vlad said.


“Have a look.” Remo gave Vlad a nice close look at the pants. As Vlad plummeted toward the pants, he kept his eyes closed until, at the last moment, he opened them and saw the pants. He saw the No Parking sign they were draped over, then Vlad became as one with the No Parking sign and the torn pants.


Much later that evening as the coroner labored to separate man, pants and sign, he was amused to discover a fake mustache, which had apparently become stuck to the No Parking sign by some prankster shortly before the pants and the image consultant were skewered on it




Chapter 3


“I think that about wraps it up for Remo,” said Remo, standing at an Albuquerque pay phone at a sprawling Happy Go Gas Service, Snacks & Shopping Hub. If he wanted to, he could have purchased gasoline, magazines, fast food, canned beverages, home remodeling equipment, travel insurance and bronze cowboy sculptures, all at this one place. He could get his oil changed, get his hair cut and buy tiny hamburgers by the sackful. As if that weren’t enough, several vendors hawked their wares in the grass along the street.


The feature that most attracted Remo to Happy Go Gas, however, was the vast asphalt. He needed at least three acres to make a U-turn in the vehicle he was driving.


“I don’t think we have wrapped up anything.” The man on the other end sounded calm but sour, as if he had been sucking a lemon just before he picked up the receiver.


“I made a to-do list.” Remo fished in the pockets of his tan Chinos, retrieving a FedEx receipt with a scrawled note on the back. “Here it is. Remo’s to-do list. Item one—wrap up Jack Fast loose ends. I’ll just scratch that one off right now.”


“Remo—”


“Hold on.” Remo used his Vlad Florescu, Image Consultant pen to scratch off item one. “Okay, so much for that. Item two. Oh, look, no item two. I guess I’m finished.”


“There’s much more to be done.”


“Not according to my paperwork. Let me look again.” Remo scanned the page, then turned it over and scanned the front, where the receipt detailed the delivery of fifteen pairs of handmade Italian shoes to a Connecticut address. It was dated two days previous. The declared value of the shipment was half the price of a midsize sedan. “Nope. That’s it. Finito.”


“Do not hang up the phone.”


“Hanging up now.”


Remo hung up and found himself surrounded. He wasn’t surprised. He had heard the attackers as they approached.


“Some lovely flowers?” asked a swarthy man with a greasy bucket labeled Bokays.


“No, thanks.”


“T-shirts, tree for ten doh-lar.” A damp cigarette dangled from the second man’s lips.


“No, thanks.”


The third man had come over with his entire cart, which was a wheeled contraption with a pole across the top for rugs on hangers. “Look, señor. Beautiful wall hangings. Use them as a beautiful rug, too.” The rug he displayed was jet-black and illustrated with a brilliant orange life-size jaguar in midsnarl.


“Naw.”


“I have many beautiful pictures. You like ladies?”


The rug seller whipped out another black sample, this one showing a model in the midst of taking off her denim shorts. Her top half was bare, her breasts were buoyant, her blond hair billowed out like yellow mist. Big pink letters declared that Swedes Are Superb.


“Not Swedish.”


“I haff more!” He was now wheeling his rack alongside Remo and he lifted out another picture of the same woman, now a redhead and wearing a kilt. “Scottish, see?”


“Got anything Korean?” Remo asked, but he didn’t stop walking.


“Sí! See?”


Remo glanced at a black rug illustrated with a life-size Bruce Lee in his famous Enter the Dragon kick pose.


“If that’s Korean then you’re Puerto Rican.”


The rug seller stopped smiling. ‘I’m not a fucking Puerto Rican.”


“Exactly.”


A fat, short man in a child-size T-shirt waddled out the front of the convenience store of Happy Go Gas and headed straight at Remo. “Son, what the hell you think you’re doing?”


Remo looked around.


“That’s right, I’m talking to you, son,” the fat man bellowed. “What are you doin’?”


“Leaving.”


“Stealing’s more like it. Come in here and buy not a damn thing.”


“I used your phone.”


“I know. I was watching you.”


“That’s why I moved over. Didn’t want you watching me dial.”


“Uh-huh. I saw enough to know you didn’t even put in any dum money. I’m not running no free phone service, son.”


“You’re standing between me and my…thing that I’m driving.”


“That thing you’re driving is taking up fifty percent of my square footage, son. That means half my paying customers are being denied entry. I dropped one-point-three million dollars into this-here establishment. You think I can afford to let folks come in and rob me blind?”


“I notice the other half of your square footage is empty, too,” Remo pointed out. “What was it I stole exactly?”


“I think you best make some sort of a purchase before you be on your way,” the fat man said threateningly.


“I’m guessing the minimart doesn’t have rice or fresh fish?” Remo asked. The fat man looked at him as if he were insane. “That’s what I thought. Sorry, I gotta go.”


Remo started walking again. The fat man folded his arms defiantly and stepped between Remo and his vehicle—then found himself doing an energetic whirl, as light and graceful as the little girls doing the ice-skating twirlies on ESPN2. His arms flew out and the centrifugal force even lifted and stretched his belly away from his body. Then he collapsed and threw up.


“Hey, smart-ass,” the rug seller said. “You think you tough, huh?” The rug, flower and T-shirt sellers were closing in on Remo. A mechanic, from the Lube-U-Kwik garage was striding out to give them a hand, wielding a wrench.


The fat man wiped his mouth with his arm. “Work him over while I call the cops.”


“Yeesh,” Remo complained, and then began whistling while he worked. It was an old Disney tune about whistling while you worked.


The red-faced flower seller threw a punch, then found himself airborne. The smart-ass had him by the collar and moved him quick. Just then the mechanic brought his oily wrench down on the smart-ass’s head.


The mechanic saw the switch happen faster than he could believe, and for sure too fast for him to react to. His wrench collapsed the flower seller’s head instead of the smart-ass’s, and then the wrench zipped out of his hands. The next thing the mechanic knew, the oily wrench handle was in his mouth and going down, down until the fat head lodged between his teeth. The mechanic gagged and clawed at the wrench.


The T-shirt seller found himself tied up. Had he lost consciousness? Because getting his hands knotted up in T-shirts had to have taken five, ten minutes, right? His ankles were bound up, and a second later the whistling man tied his ankles and hands together around the pole of the rug rack. The T-shirt seller dangled like dead game being carried home for dressing.


The rug seller was snarling and growling like the jaguar on his rug, and he danced and dodged around all the activity, and he still couldn’t seem to get his hands on the whistling smart-ass. The smart-ass ignored him, and the rug seller kept seeing his blows and lunges just miss the guy. All at once his snarls became mewling and whimpering, much as he used to imagine the Swedish babe on the other rug mewled and whimpered.


He found himself rolled inside one of his own rugs, but it wasn’t the one with the Swedish girl. He found his face pressed into the face of the Dragon himself, Bruce Lee.


“Consider yourself lucky,” the smart-ass said. “You try that sales pitch on some Koreans I know, and you’d be dead already.”


The rug seller felt the wind pushed out of his lungs when he was draped over the rug rack. He couldn’t see the gagging, limp mechanic flopped over the bar next to him, followed by the unconscious flower seller.


“I thought you had a phone call to make?” Remo said to the astonished proprietor of Happy Go Gas. The fat man struggled to his feet and headed inside, craning his head over his shoulder. He pushed himself into a jog for the first time in years as Remo wheeled the rug rack and lined it up on the proprietor.


The proprietor knew what was going to happen. It was impossible to get the rug rack moving that fast, especially top-heavy with all those bodies, but none of what happened in the past minute was possible.


The fat proprietor yanked open the door and thudded inside and thought he might be safe. Outside, Remo shoved the rug rack.


The rack wobbled but somehow stayed upright. The casters sheered off and the underside sent up a shower of sparks, but the rack never veered off course. It hit the glass minimart doors and plowed through them with a noisy explosion of glass, then slammed into the fat man and kept right on going. The rack didn’t stop until the fat man was shoved through the cooler doors and pinned among racks of soda. The rug rack was still upright. It hadn’t lost even one passenger.


An assistant manager was screaming. The fat proprietor was wriggling the body parts that still worked, pudgy fingers and bulging eyes, when Remo came through the gaping hole.


“This is really going to make you laugh. I just remembered that I do need something.” Remo snatched a small magazine from a rack and slapped a dollar on the counter. Then he left.




Chapter 4


In the passenger seat of the rig Remo was driving was a small man so ancient he should have been in the record books. So aged he shouldn’t have been alive. But he was alive, and kicking.


“You spared them all?” the old man demanded in a squeaky voice.


“Start,” Remo said to the dashboard. “Stut. Stert. Stort. Stump.” He frowned. “Trump?”


The vehicle came to life with a clattering of the massive diesel engine. A bewildering array of lights and displays flashed to life on the dashboard. They reminded Remo of the exterior of a cheesy casino. “They’re just jerks,” Remo said. “You can’t go killing every jerk you run into.”


“I heard what the filthy one said about me,” the ancient man added.


“He was talking about Koreans in general.”


“When one insults one’s heritage, he deserves to be silenced, especially when he insults the superior heritage of the Korean peoples.”


The old man was Korean, and perhaps the Asiatic features helped him appear less old than he was—but there were other factors at work, too.


“It is your heritage, too,” the old Korean said. “You are Korean. You allow yourself to be insulted without reprisal?”


Remo thought the dumb jerks at the gas station had been subjected to plenty of reprisal, but before the old man decided to jog back and murder them himself, Remo handed over the magazine. “Got you something.”


The old man sneered. “TV Guide? Why do you think I should want this?” He flipped it out the open window.


Remo reached for it. Even as he was steering his steamship-size vehicle onto the street he stretched across the old man and caught the flying magazine, which he tucked into a storage console between the front seats.


The old man squinted. Not that he had trouble seeing. It was his suspicious look. “Why do you want this TV Guide, Remo Williams?”


“Eh. You know. Just interested in seeing what kind of programming is being offered these days. Reading about it is less frightening than actually turning on the TV.”


“Hmph.”


The old man lapsed into silence, and being obstinately silent was just one of his many talents.


His name was Chiun; his title was Master of Sinanju Emeritus. There was just one other living Master of Sinanju—the man who was driving the oversize, super-customized travel trailer and trying to figure out the meaning of the electronic displays on the dashboard.


Chiun had trained Remo Williams in the art of Sinanju during their many years together. Even for Remo, who possessed an uncanny talent, Sinanju was not easy to learn.


There were those who looked at Sinanju as a martial art; indeed, almost every martial art had its origin in Sinanju. Scraps of wayward Sinanju knowledge, stolen splinters of Sinanju technique, overheard whispers of Sinanju wisdom, these were the basis for all the great fighting arts. Ninja, karate, kung fu and even modern judo had all descended directly or indirectly from the ancient practice of Sinanju.


The House of Sinanju had trained assassins for five thousand years. They left the tiny Korean fishing village of Sinanju and traveled the world, taking employment with emperors and kings. During five thousand years of world travel, a few secrets were bound to leak out.


But none of the derivative arts came close to the magnificence of the true Sinanju assassin. The Sinanju used their breath and their bodies to expand the use of their minds. With this great well of instinct guiding them, the Sinanju masters could perform physical feats that defied the understanding of the average human being.


This instinct and understanding didn’t always translate to twenty-first-century electronics, or even of post-World War II mechanics. This Remo proved, for the umpteenth time, as the rear wheels dragged over the curb with an unpleasant scraping sound. It wasn’t as unpleasant as the look in Chiun’s eyes.


“For the record, I was against getting a travel trailer from the beginning,” Remo stated. “I was especially against me driving a travel trailer.”


“This gives you license to destroy my home?” Chiun demanded.


“Course not. Another thing I don’t have a license for—this Lusitania-on-wheels.”


“It is the home of the Master of Sinanju and should be treated with respect.”


Remo’s eyebrows weighed down as he maneuvered the school-bus-style steering wheel to swing the vehicle onto the interstate ramp. “Masters of Sinanju, plural, don’t you mean? Or is this not my home, too?”


“That remains to be seen,” Chiun sniffed.


“Really? So what am I doing driving this thing around if I don’t even get to live in it? Not that I want to live in it. I don’t even know what it is. What is this thing, anyway? Wait. I don’t need to know. I’ll just shut up and drive.”


“Is this a promise?”


Except for the clattering of the diesel power plant, the cab of the travel trailer was darkly silent as it rolled out of Albuquerque and headed west.


“All those nice castles,” Remo muttered.


“You are breaking your promise,” Chiun retorted. “What castles?”


“In Boston.”


Chiun stiffened. He and Remo had once dwelled in a Boston castle. It had been their home for years, until an arsonist destroyed it “Explain yourself.”


“I begged you. The Boston Catholics have lawsuits up the yin yang. The archdiocese is selling off real estate at prices so low, they’re insane. We can get a nice old church, rip the guts out and remodel it into a new Castle Sinanju, better than the last one.”


Remo had always thought the first Castle Sinanju, which was itself a converted church, was as ugly as sin. Still, it had been home for longer than any other place since he and Chiun began working together, and he missed it.


“I have no wish to live again in the city of beans and bad drivers,” Chiun said. “Besides, there were Vietnamese in the neighborhood. And Japanese.”


“You drove them all out eventually,” Remo added.


“In this mobile castle we may set up house in any place, then depart again if we sense unsavory neighbors.”


“Where you gonna park this in L.A.?”


“You shall park it,” Chiun said dismissively.


Remo was going to decline the offer, then considered the alternative. Briefly his mind’s eye saw the old Korean behind the wheel of the travel trailer on the streets of Los Angeles. “For the good of Southern California, I’ll park it.” He sighed. “Now, where did this light come from? It wasn’t there a second ago.”


Chiun ignored Remo and the new dashboard blinker.


“Now it’s beeping,” Remo said. “Why’s it beeping?”


“Chiun snapped the blinking, beeping device off the dashboard and jettisoned it into the desert.


“Hey, what if that was the oil gauge or something?” Remo demanded.


“It was a radar detector,” Chiun explained wearily.


“Huh?”


“You are driving at more than 100 miles per hour.” As if to bear him out a pair of flashing emergency lights blossomed a mile behind them.


“How’m I supposed to know that?” Remo demanded. “Is there even a speedometer on this thing?”


Chiun tapped the dashboard LCD that read 167.


“Your swollen white digits reset the display to kilometers per hour when you started the vehicle.” Chiun touched the glass, where Remo was certain there wasn’t even a button, and the 167 transformed to a 101 miles per hour and dropping.


“Criminy. Think I can lose the trooper?”


“Please do not try to lose him in my new home. What if you killed the last great Master of Sinanju and were forced to live out your existence with this enduring shame?”


Remo pulled over and the trooper parked behind him, emerged and strode up alongside the travel trailer with deliberately heavy steps. Remo grinned, trying to look friendly.


“Evening, Trooper. I deserve a ticket. Please give it to me.”


The trooper’s suspicions notched up. “What are you driving here, son?”


Remo had enough of people calling him son, but he ignored it. “I have no idea. All I know is she’s as big as a house and she steers like an overloaded river barge.”


“Okay, then, I will tell you what you’re driving there, son. What it is, is a circa-1954 thirty-foot Airstream Sovereign of the Road. That’s what she started out as, anyway. Somebody made her all pretty and new again, added a whole new heavy-duty suspension by the looks of it. Then I guess whoever it was sawed off her front end and stuck on that there flexible hallway thingy to attach it on the back of this-here SUV. Then it looks like the somebody nickel-plated the SUV and polished it all up to match the Airstream. An amazing piece of work. One of a kind. Worth a couple hundred grand easy. Even more amazing that you don’t seem to know jack about it”


Remo shrugged. “Not mine.”


“That’s what I figured.”


“It’s his.”


The trooper rose up on his toes, giving him a view of the passenger, who stared straight ahead. “That a real man or’s he taxidermied?”


“My father. He’s antisocial. This camper, whatever it is, belongs to him. He commissioned it from a dealer who restores vintage RVs. We just took delivery.”


“But, son, this ain’t restored. It’s mutated.”


“I had no say in the matter. Please give me the ticket so I can get back on the road.”


Chiun sighed heavily and slipped out the passenger door, unnoticed by the trooper.


“I don’t like folks telling me how to do my job, son.”


“Fine, Dad. Give me a ticket or not. You decide.”


“What if I decide to haul you in, smart boy?”


Remo knew there were good, honest cops out there. There were also some belligerent cops who liked the power that came with the badge more than they liked serving and protecting the citizens. This one was strictly in the second category.


Remo smiled.


‘What’s so funny, son?”


“My lips are sealed.”


“You’re acting mighty suspicious, son.”


“He is always this way,” called Chiun, now back in the passenger seat. “All of life is just one entertainment after another to him. My son, he is a jokester.”


“A joker?” the trooper asked.


“He laughs at other people’s mistakes.”


“So why is he so damn overjoyed now, old man? You trying to say I made some sort of mistake?”


Remo flicked his eyes to the rear. The trooper glanced back just in time to witness his car roll backward off the road and into a ravine with a crunch. All that was left to see were the headlight beams aiming up into the stars.


“See? You would have let the obstinate constable fine you,” Chiun chided as they pulled away from the trooper, who shouted for them to come back or be arrested. “You need me to save you from yourself.”


“I get along without you for days at a time, Chiun.”


“Still.”


“What are you talking about, anyway? Are you threatening to leave me because I’m on strike?”


“Masters of Sinanju do not go on strike.”


“I do.”


“Masters of Sinanju honor their contracts.”


“We’ve been over this so many times I’m sick of it. I’m on strike, or I quit, whatever you want to call it Until I get my contract renegotiated, I’m out of the picture. CURE can get along without me.”


After many miles they heard cars coming toward them fast, and Remo pulled into the desert to avoid being spotted. The convoy of troopers, without their emergency lights, tore down the highway. A few stragglers were probing off the road for hiding vehicles. They were too far off to be spotted. Chiun said, “Will you tell me yet why we’re going to California?”


“Job interview.”


“You seek employment with the terminating iron pumper? Working for governors is beneath the dignity of a Master of Sinanju. Another bad choice, Remo Williams.”


“Maybe not. I read somewhere that California had a bigger economy than most of the nations on Earth. And Ahnuhld’s never going to sit still for just being governor. He’s going to want to be President Anyway, it’s not him I’m trying to get a job with and it’s not assassin work I’m applying for.”
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