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Chapter 1


Professor Frederic Laft wasn’t afraid of the dark. He’d walked across Goodrich Campus late at night a thousand times. Besides that, he was preoccupied by the news he had heard that afternoon. A former student, a bothersome young man, was apparently about to cause more trouble for him and others in the College of Engineering.


The student in question was a disagreeable fool. Unpleasant, unkempt and unworthy—especially unworthy of the fame and fortune he grubbed for.


For years, Laft considered, the College of Engineering had been striving to groom a star student, and a star student could only be produced by creating a certifiable engineering marvel. It had never happened until Harry Kilgore, a most unpleasant student, stumbled upon his innovation by accident; the man was too dense to have truly created it. It was unthinkable to contemplate such a repellent human being emerging as the one and only star of the Goodrich College of Engineering. To be required to make nice to that imbecile would be demeaning. Worse was the notion of watching Kilgore grow prosperous on the profits of his accidental discovery.


Laft had a way to make it not happen, and the strategy was sound. Another week and it would come to fruition, but then fate intervened. The little weasel somehow got wind of the plan. Today, the shoe had dropped when Professor Laft took delivery of a certified letter. It was in the pocket of his blazer now. Laft’s patent application was being contested.


Professor Laft was taking the footsteps by feel as he turned around the rear of the Ferguson Halyard Gymnasium, where the grounds were seldom used except for overflow parking for popular sporting events. There were no lights, which didn’t concern Laft. He knew every crack in the ancient sidewalk. At the end of the walk he turned around a maintenance shed onto the street-side walk and was just a half block from his own home on Professors’ Row.


He wasn’t thinking about home, but about his problem. He had in place the falsely dated notes and documents to prove he’d developed the idea for the patent long before Kilgore even arrived at the University of Oregon. It would be the word of a respected engineering professor with twenty-two years’ tenure at Goodrich College of Engineering against that of a slovenly, unpopular doctoral candidate.


“Yes, I suggested he pursue this line of research,” Laft would explain. “The young man, quite frankly, was bereft of original ideas for a doctoral thesis. Perhaps it was unethical to attempt to help Mr. Kilgore, but he had worked so hard to overcome his shortcomings. I wanted him to at least have a chance of earning his degree. I suppose I learned a hard lesson myself.”


Oh, that sounded good. Laft had wanted to avoid any public scrutiny at all, but it was inevitable now, and a little false evidence and a lot of sincerity would make the problem of Harry Kilgore go away.


“Hi, Prof.”


Startled, Laft slowed his steps. There was a car parked behind the Halyard Gymnasium. It was so dark he could hardly tell it was a station wagon. There was a man busying himself with the car.


“Hello?” Laft asked, and he kept walking. The man was opening the rear hatch of the station wagon. He didn’t seem really interested in Laft. His voice was familiar. Probably one of his students. The rear hatch creaked when the man lowered it, then the car suspension groaned as the man knelt inside the cargo space.


The man didn’t seem threatening, and he was a stone’s throw from Laft. Still, it was odd that the man was parked behind the gym in the dark.


“Do I know you?”


The man inside the station wagon was busy, but he called over his shoulder, “Sure ya do, Prof.”


Laft struggled to place the voice. “Security doesn’t like people to park in this lot except when there’s a game.”


“I’m only going to be here a minute.”


Professor Laft was startled when the voice clicked. “Harry? Is that you?”


“Sure. Who’d you think it was?”


“What are you doing here?”


“Setting things right.”


“Is that supposed to be some kind of a threat?”


“Not at all.”


Laft wasn’t going to turn and run. Kilgore was unpredictable, but he wasn’t a physical man. He wouldn’t attack Laft, surely. As long as he kept his distance, Laft wasn’t going to be intimidated.


“You want to strike some sort of a deal, Harry?”


“Not at all.”


“You can’t win, Harry. Not when it’s my word against yours.”


“Yeah, I figured that out.” Harry hardly seemed to be paying attention. He was fooling around with whatever was in the back of the station wagon.


“So, you do want to make a deal?” Laft demanded.


“No way.”


“So what are you doing here, besides wasting my time?”


“I’m doing field testing, Prof.” Harry Kilgore clambered out of the rear of the station wagon, and a single green light glowed on the machinery like a happy green eye.


Professor Laft was slow to understand. “You mean, that’s a working model?”


“Well, I won’t know that until I run the test,” Harry Kilgore said with a smile in his voice. “Wish me luck.” He raised his hand with some small controller clutched in it.


Professor Frederic Laft understood the purpose of the machinery in the cargo area of the station wagon. He realized that it was the largest of its type ever constructed, and he realized that he was in extreme danger.


“Don’t, Harry!” Laft cried. He was ready to give up his claims to Harry’s invention. He’d go public with his duplicity. If only Harry would refrain from deploying the engineering innovation.


Too late. The engineering innovation was already functioning with a rumble of sound. Then all was quiet again.


“I’d say that was a successful test,” Harry Kilgore said with satisfaction. “Don’t you think so, Professor?”


The remains of Professor Laft made no reply.


Campus Security found him first. Soon Goodrich police swarmed the scene. The county medical examiner wasn’t far behind.


“Is this a fraternity prank?” demanded the medical examiner when he jumped out of his car.


“No joke,” insisted the chief of Goodrich police.


“Better not be.”


The closer he got, the less it looked like a joke and more like an actual human body.


“He splatted,” the medical examiner pointed out. “I never heard of anybody actually splatting before.”


“I heard of jumpers splatting,” the police chief said. “If they jump from way high.”


The difference was that Professor Laft wasn’t on the ground, but on the wall. He had splatted against the wall, and he had splatted so hard he was stuck there.


“He must have been hit by a car,” the medical examiner said.


“I guess so, but his front’s not damaged. If a car hit him that hard, wouldn’t his front be all smashed up, too? His facial bones are intact. Even his ribcage is solid on the front.”


“How’d you know?”


“Poked him.”


The medical examiner wasn’t prepared to explain it. He wasn’t even a medical doctor, just an elected county coroner. For the first time he realized how stupid it was to have the people of the county elect an insurance salesman to be county coroner.


Sure enough, Professor Laft’s front looked undamaged. His eyes were wide open and hadn’t burst, and his body contours seemed unaltered. It was his back that was crushed flat—crushed with such violence his body had exploded out of his skin and clothes and splashed in all directions.


“So,” the police chief asked, “what do you think?”


“I think I won’t speculate until after an autopsy is performed. Let’s get him off the wall.”


The police chief nodded seriously and asked, “You bring your spatula?”


The patch of sand was known as Unreliable Island. Sometimes it was five acres of bulging sand peppered with strands of grass, and other times it was nonexistent—the sandy floor ten feet underwater. The ocean geologists explained that it had something to do with an unusual intersection of concentrated currents that pushed up the silt, then washed it away, then pushed it up again. The scientists claimed that, with careful study of the opposing currents and the tide tables, they would be able to chart the growth of Unreliable Island, but it just wasn’t worth all the effort. Unreliable was a curiosity and nothing more.


If there was a cycle to submersion and eruption no human could learn it, and the island always seemed to be submerged when it was really needed. The coral in the vicinity invariably snagged boats during the periods when Unreliable Island was beneath the waves. The local shark population made survival in the open water a short-term affair, so shipwreck victims never lasted long. Then Unreliable Island would build up from the shallow ocean shelf and expose the broken skeletal remains for the next passers-by to discover.


The locals, on a pair of Bahamian islands that were seven miles to the northeast, claimed a malicious spirit had been trapped on the island for a hundred years. They spoke of a wicked bride who mocked her new husband mercilessly throughout their honeymoon yachting adventure, until the young man could stand it no more and stranded her on Unreliable Island. The bride died when the island sank beneath her feet and the predators closed in. The girl’s tormented ghost remained, her heart still full of wickedness, so that she would gash the hulls of boats when her island was submerged. The locals claimed the wicked bride was still hoping to sink the boat belonging to her groom, even though he would have died of old age years earlier.


If the legend was true, then the bride ghost was probably sulking today, because Unreliable Island was above the waves at its maximum height, which was just enough island to serve as camouflage for the souped-up, low-profile cutters belonging to the United States Drug Enforcement Administration. The DEA needed a way to fool the drug runners’ over-the-horizon radar, and Unreliable Island, on this day, was just the ticket.


The drug runners had always assumed the DEA would be unwilling to use Unreliable Island as a tool, and until today they were right. The DEA was riddled with so much inefficiency and bureaucracy and generally unreliable components of its own infrastructure that it usually steered clear of staging operations with any potential for surprise or miscalculation. Invariably, those who were responsible for making risky decisions were the ones who suffered the consequences of failure.


The lower ranks of the DEA were peppered with former senior agents who had made one bad choice—or who were blamed for making the choice.


Today, some up-and-coming project leader was informed that Unreliable was most likely above the waves, based on the recent ocean behavior and weather. This assessment was accompanied by intelligence that said Unreliable would be the location of today’s drug exchange.


Special Agent Chou made the quick decision to stage an operation. The DEA had boats close enough to get into position before the drug runners. The delivery was a big one. Special Agent Chou took the risk, knowing full well that failure would put him on the path to demotion and that the failure of the mission might come as easily as arriving at the drug transfer point and finding that Unreliable Island was not, in fact, above the waves.


So far, so good. Unreliable was above the surface of the ocean. Even better, it was at its maximum height, making it an ideal hiding place for the low-profile DEA cutters.


Agent Chou’s heart leaped into his throat when he saw the pair of drug boats closing in Unreliable Island for the exchange. The Colombian go-fast boat zipped in from southern points unknown, moving at incredible speed. The second boat sped in from the north from a hidden harbor among the hundreds of Bahamian islands.


The boats came without hesitation, because their radar and their instincts told them they were safe. They knew there were no boats in the area, and they could certainly monitor air traffic in the vicinity, and their lines of sight informed them that Unreliable Island was the only interruption on the flat, empty Caribbean Sea.


The drop-off should be a big one. Intelligence received by the DEA described an all-or-nothing run. It was one of those huge shipments that occurred when the shippers were extraordinarily confident that they had a secure route and were willing to risk a small fortune. The drugs on this run were worth many millions—a three-month production inventory from one of the biggest cartels in Colombia.


Agent Chou watched the two boats weave among the subsurface coral and rendezvous in the shallow waters off Unreliable Island, where they knew they were hidden from radar.


The Colombian boat pilot shoved the motor into reverse to bring his craft to a quick, sure halt in the churning water alongside the Bahamians’ boat. As his trusted men snapped on the grapples, the Colombian pilot hurried to the side of the boat and, without a word, crooked his finger at the pilot of the second boat.


Time was short for the DEA. The drug runners were very good at what they did. They had practiced the exchange of cargo many times and knew how to accomplish it quickly. Agent Chou estimated it would take them all of 240 seconds to make the exchange, and he clicked the countdown timer on his watch at the moment the grapples were in place and the two boats became connected to each other.


The Bahamian pilot held his index finger out to the Colombian. The Colombian presented a small aluminum device with an opening less than an inch in diameter. The Bahamian inserted his finger into the aluminum device.


It was an effective little piece of electronics that some of the most professional drug smugglers were employing. The portable fingerprint-reading device was equipped with a tiny, motor-driven guillotine inside.


Since the two men had never met, the Colombian had no way of knowing for certain if the Bahamian pilot was the correct man. Photo ID was worse than useless. Only biometric technology could be trusted when one was exchanging, on an anonymous basis, goods that could be measured to have street values of many millions of U.S. dollars.


Rubber grippers latched on to the finger with crushing power and the device scanned the finger. The pilot from Colombia looked at the pilot of the boat from the Bahamas, and the scanner made no noise whatsoever. The Bahamian’s eyes shifted. He apparently had not expected the operation to take this long.


The Colombian wasn’t worried. He knew that the device took many readings at various levels of sensor intensity, as a way of insuring an accurate read. The Colombian didn’t bother to explain this to the Bahamian. The Bahamian sweated.


There had been a few false-negative readings in the past. When the device decided that the finger it was reading was not the finger it had been expecting, it reacted at once. The disk blades inside the device began spinning so rapidly that by the time the victim heard the whir, the blades would already be cutting through the flesh and into the bone. By the time the victim felt the pain, the digit would be half-severed. By the time he tried to shake the device off, it would have fallen off by itself, with the victim’s finger still locked inside.


The advantages of the system were manifold. Drug pirates were extremely reluctant to target the forward-thinking drug runners who utilized such methods. Brutal criminals with no fear of putting themselves within close proximity of the ruthless cartels were too afraid to put their fingers in the shiny silver box. Piracy attempts on cartels who used the device had dropped to almost nil.


In addition to the suffering of having one’s finger amputated, the victim would almost surely lose his life, too, later if not immediately.


The amputated finger could not be removed from the device. Unless the pirates managed to attack and subdue the cartel shippers at once, they couldn’t get the device back. Even if they did, it was well known that the device contained a satellite phone that communicated the digital image of the finger of the would-be pirate. The fingerprint would soon enough be identified, and the cartel would place all its resources behind finding and exterminating the would-be pirate.


The man in the Bahamian boat was no pirate, and yet he didn’t trust the little aluminum device. As the seconds ticked away, he became certain the device was malfunctioning, about to decide on a false reading and sever his finger. Soon after that, the men from Colombia would wipe out him and his boys.


The device clicked. The Bahamian almost jumped out of his sandals. The Colombian chuckled as the device slipped off; the click was the sound of the rubber grips releasing.


The Colombian didn’t need to say a word to his crew, who began at once to remove plastic-wrapped bales of merchandise from beneath the fake floor of the go-fast boat. A portable ramp was placed against the rail, latched into position, and the bales began riding up the ramp quickly, propelled by the eager Colombians.


The Bahamian crew hustled to intercept the bales that came flying over the rail, and stowed them in their own safe compartment. The transfer moved ahead as planned, which meant it should be off-loaded from the Colombian boat to the Bahamian boat in just minutes.


Agent Chou observed the sudden haste to transfer the shipment and he knew the time had come. He nodded to his own cutter crew and made the wide hand gesture that was the silent signal to the second DEA cutter to begin the interception.


Now was the opportune moment, when the cargo was half on one craft and half on the other, while the boats were grappled and the crews were engaged in rushed activities. Striking at them now made them most vulnerable. The fact that the cargo was partially delivered would create the highest degree of uncertainty.


Agent Chou didn’t have much time to move in, and, since his aircraft support could not be staged nearby, they could not be there in time to lend support. They needed to be called in now if they would be of any help at all.


“Bird One,” he said into the radio. “Come in, Bird One.”


He got no response. And this ticked him off. The radio equipment was spotty, and he couldn’t understand why the DEA couldn’t get some decent damned communications equipment.


“Bird,” he said finally, “we are moving in now. You go ahead and join us when it’s convenient.”


He gave a second hand gesture, handed the radio off to another agent and grabbed the windshield frame as the boat came to life with a muffled roar. The DEA cutter tore out from behind Unreliable Island, and the second cutter came out on the other side. Both spun and flashed across the surface of the water toward the pair of grappled drug boats.


Agent Chou saw the reaction already on the drug boats. Just for a moment, the drug runners froze and stared across the water. He loved it when he took them by complete surprise, especially the real professionals.


The Colombian boat pilot hit the red panel switch of the emergency disconnect on the grappling brackets. He stepped behind the boat controls and gave it gas. He spun the boat in a hairpin turn and away from the attackers, palming the wheel to weave between the dangerous fangs of the coral that waited just under the surface of the sea.


The Bahamians had reacted too slowly to the ambush and couldn’t get enough speed going. One of the DEA boats swerved across their bow. The Bahamians were forced to veer sharply, slowing themselves considerably and creating a perfect broadside target for the DEA gunner with the grenade launcher. He fired the launcher, and the OC pepper-spray round plopped onto a seat inside the Bahamian boat, then belched acrid smoke. The Bahamians retched at the rails until the gas was too much for them, then they flipped over the sides into the blessed relief of the water. The boat stalled. The Bahamians were caught.


Fools and amateurs, thought the Colombian boat pilot as he took in the entire unfolding catastrophe in a backward glance.


“Set up to fire,” he ordered.


His crew waited, like the professionals they were, until the second DEA cutter came within range, then they sprayed machine-gun fire into the air.


The DEA cutter was especially outfitted for chasing drug smugglers, and it was actually gaining on the expensive, customized go-fast cartel craft.


“More fire,” he snapped to his men. “I want them shitting their pants.”


His men obeyed without question, emptying their weapons at the pursuing DEA cutter but getting nowhere for it. The rounds that made contact with the boat were bouncing off the bulletproof windshield and the armored hull.


The Colombian swore quietly. The DEA craft didn’t even need to catch up to the Colombians, but only had to keep the Colombians in sight long enough for their aircraft to close in with its standard arsenal of machine guns and sniper rifles. A helicopter could lay waste to the Colombian boat without even getting within range of the Colombian weapons.


“Here comes their air support,” announced one of his men emotionlessly.


The Colombians were fearless. They had been in tight fixes before and they usually got out of them. But the boat pilot had no idea how they were going to escape this time.


The pilot heard an exclamation from one of his men. “The Americans have something new up their sleeves.”


The pilot looked back. The DEA boat was fifty yards to the rear and pacing them, but the helicopter wasn’t coming to join it. It was dangling a piece of equipment such as he had never seen before. The thing hung a few feet below the helicopter on heavy chains and seemed to weigh the aircraft down. It was round and silver, and fluted at one end. The Colombian pilot had no idea what it was, but he knew it couldn’t be good.


He adjusted the controls slightly, hoping to pull a little more speed out of the boat, but there was no speed left for it to give.


“What is the chopper doing?” he shouted.


“It is staying near the island,” one of his man said.


“The Americans have control of the Bahamian boat already,” he replied. “What are they doing?”


He didn’t get an answer until he heard the crack of thunder. It was curious sound on a bright, sunny Caribbean morning. The thunder came from the island. When the Colombian captain turned to look, he was just in time to see the remains of the Americans’ cutter flying to pieces. Most of it was already below the surface.


“What happened?” he shouted. “Did they explode?”


“The chopper bombed them,” one of his excited men said.


“You’re seeing things!”


“Look!”


The pilot looked back and witnessed the second DEA cutter slowing. The agents on board were agitated. They cut speed as the helicopter sped toward them, slowed and hovered over the cutter. The special agent on board the vessel was waving his arms at the helicopter and yelling.


The cylindrical device hanging below the aircraft had some sort of a hornlike aperture at the bottom. The Colombian had never seen anything like it.


Nothing came out of the aperture, but there was a boom of thunder, right on top of the DEA cutter. There was no light, no smoke, no spark of fire, but the cutter collapsed and plunged into the ocean. The waving special agent seemed to get squeezed hard and he spurted his insides out in all directions. The cutter and the DEA agents were transformed into floating debris.


A cheer rose from the Colombian boat. “It’s on our side!” shouted one of the men.


The captain wasn’t so sure about that. His fears were confirmed when the helicopter came after his boat.


“Shoot! Aim for the pilot!”


The helicopter tilted and jerked as if the man at the stick were on his first solo flight, but the pilot managed to get a couple hundred feet of altitude as he come over the Colombian boat. The Colombians were firing straight up into the belly of the strange, dangling weapon, only to see the rounds bounce off the metal. The Colombian captain twisted the wheel, but the weapon was working already.


One moment there was nothing but Caribbean wind, and the next there was a tremendous pressure from high above. Too much air in not enough space. The air couldn’t stay compacted like that and it surged out of the compression core. The boat was raked with monstrous wind that bowled over the gunners, swept some over the side and flung others into the seats and the hull plates. The pilot felt his body pushed into the wheel of the boat as if he had a ton of concrete on his back. The steering wheel collapsed. He couldn’t breathe. His ribs popped in quick succession. The force of the air vanished, and he collapsed on the deck on his back.


Whatever the weapon was, it had been less intense than the strike that squashed the DEA boat. The Colombians’ boat was still afloat. But all his men were dead, their bodies snapped and broken. A minute later, the Colombian pilot was dead, as well.


The helicopter unfurled a grappling hook on a steel chain. It slammed into the deck of the Colombian go-fast boat, and the barb hooked on a seat pedestal. The helicopter towed the boat high onto the sands of Unreliable Island and released the chain.


Another chain snagged the empty Bahamian boat and dragged it to land, then the chains holding the weapon were winched high into the belly. The chopper came in for a landing. Billowing clouds of sand swirled around it, and the pilot seemed to lose sight of the land until he touched down with a crunch.


The pilot sat inside waiting for the sand to settle, then he stepped out with his shirt collar pulled up over his nose and mouth. He stepped back and examined the helicopter’s collapsed skids, his scraggly, long hair flapping in the breeze.


Then he went to the Colombian boat, and looked inside.


“Yeuch!”


He clambered in, gingerly moved the bloody remains of a Colombian from the deck hatch and began tossing out bundles of shrink-wrapped cocaine. When he had them all he climbed out and made several trips to the helicopter, where he stowed the bales in the rear.


The Bahamian boat contained no bodies, but, as he was hoisting out cocaine bundles, the man stopped. On the opposite side of the boat was a wet blood trail and a disturbance in the sand. Somebody with an open wound had crawled out of the sea onto Unreliable Island—and it had happened after the helicopter deposited its smooth snowfall of sand.


Somebody had survived in the water and come ashore to escape the predators. The man followed the tracks in the sand to a bloody mound of sand. Whoever they were, they were hiding from him.


He finished loading the cocaine from the Bahamian boat into his helicopter, then started her up. The sand swirled. The aircraft rose, fell, then rose again. It hovered unsteadily in the air, and the weapon was lowered into position on its rattling chains.


The weapon made a tiny poof of sound, and the surface of Unreliable Island became a maelstrom of shrieking wind and sand. When it died down seconds later, there was a Bahamian lying in the sand where his hiding place had been. The Bahamian’s skin had been a rich, dark coffee color, but now it was vibrant pink. The sand had scoured his flesh.


He got to his feet, stumbled and clawed at the sand. He looked up, but he was blind—the sand had scoured his eyes until they burst and the vitreous jelly streaked his cheeks. Still, the Bahamian heard the helicopter, and he shouted at it.


The weapon pooted, the thunder cracked right on top of the land, and Unreliable Island became a blinding sandblast that took the Bahamian’s flesh off. The body flopped in the frantic sandstorm. The boats disintegrated. Another thunder crack scoured the sandbar below the water level. When the maelstrom ended and the waters rushed in, Unreliable Island was again below the surface of the Caribbean Sea.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo, but one day soon he would come to be famous in urban legend as the Sunglasses Man, gallant savior of co-eds in distress.


He didn’t know he was about to become legendary. He didn’t want to be legendary. He just wanted to pick up some of the trash on this stretch of shoreline so he could go back to his summer vacation.


“You’d think the cops would do a better job watching the beach,” he complained. “I guess I can’t blame them. This isn’t even inside the city limits, is it? And there are miles of beach and not enough cops. I’m sure they get all kinds of crap from people who are always saying stuff like, ‘You’d think the cops would do a better job watching the beach.’ You know?”


The clerk said nothing, but he rolled his eyes up, then down, then this way and that way. Remo Williams used his fingertips to adjust the clerk’s spine slightly. The clerk inhaled for the first time in more than a minute.


“You sound like a St. Bernard woofing,” Remo said.


“Couldn’t breathe,” the clerk said.


“I know. I’m the one who made you not breathe, remember? And I can do it again.”


The clerk got to his feet and tried to run, but Remo’s Fingertips of Power were now firmly pinched on his elbow. The clerk froze again, but at least his lungs remained functional this time.


They were standing in the cool sands near Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. Summer came early here from Remo’s perspective—he most often made his home in the northeastern United States.


“Last few weeks I’ve been camping out at Piney Point,” he told the clerk. “It’s nice. Do you know the place?’ The clerk’s eyes rolled back and forth. His whites were very white in the only light, which came from a chill, pale moon and the pinpricks of frozen stars.


“Secluded, quiet, right on the beach. I catch my own dinner a lot, so it’s convenient. I’ve had a rough couple of months and I was kicking back, relaxing.”


The clerk tried to make his body work, but all he managed was a grunt.


“If you mess your britches in the middle of my story, I’m gonna be really mad at you. Madder than I am already. Where was I? Oh, yeah. Relaxing. Kicking back. When all of a sudden my father tells me there’s a problem at Myrtle Beach and I have to go take care of it. When my father says I have to do something, I do it. No arguing and no complaining, not ever. I’m a considerate son. So here I am, doing what the old guy tells me to do. Which leads me to you.


The clerk felt the Ring Finger of Doom switch a knob of his vertebrae at the base of his neck, then his body seemed to sag. He could move again—but only his mouth.


“Answer the question,” commanded Remo, Supreme Wielder of Deadly Digits.


“I swear I don’t know what you’re even talking about.”


“Problems. On the beach. Kids complaining. Kids not having a good time.”


“I don’t know!”


“Kids being mean to other kids? Making the other kids go home? See, my father’s one of the merchants on this beach. He’s got a booth a quarter-mile south of here, and all of a sudden traffic’s way down. Why?”


“How should I know?”


Remo Williams pinched the ball of the clerk’s thumb—just a little pinch, but the pain was as big as the great black Atlantic Ocean.


“Oh, shut up.” Remo pushed the clerk over. The clerk inhaled between screams and got a mouthful of sand, which led to a choking fit. Remo tried on a pair of sunglasses from the clerk’s beach stand to kill time.


It was pitch-black outside. Why would anybody buy sunglasses at night? The screaming and coughing were now barks of agony.


Remo lifted the clerk to his feet. “Finished?”


“Don’t do that pinchy thing again, please, God.”


“I promise you I will do that again. Unless."


“What? What?"


“Answer the question. What’s the problem on Myrtle Beach? Why’s traffic on the decline? Why are the kids going home?”


The kid was almost hyperventilating. “Because girls are being, kind of, taken advantage of?”


“You know, I heard a rumor it was something like that. Tell me about it.”


“Daters. The drinks are being spiked with Daters. They’re drugs that make the girls get all, you know, willing.”


“Willing? Find the right girl and all it takes is a few beers. Explain further.”


The clerk was in a flop sweat, but he was helpless. “It knocks them out. You can do anything you want to ’em. They don’t even remember it the next day.”


Remo nodded seriously. “So, you make them unconscious?”


“Almost.”


“Zombies, sort of?”


“Yeah,” the clerk said.


“Then you have your way?”


“They don’t even remember it the next day. It’s like it never happened, man. You know, no harm, no foul?”


“Hi, girls,” Remo said as a flock of scrawny girls in bikinis staggered past the Cool Shades Sunglasses stand. Like all the beach stands catering to vacationing teenagers, it stayed open for business until past midnight. The beach merchants understood that the best impulse sales came during an evening of drinking.


The girls came to the stand and giggled for the entire fifteen minutes it took them to pick out their sunglasses. Remo guessed the little females were too young even for a driver’s license. A statuesque redhead, who might have been in her twenties, declared proudly, “I’m the chaperone. I’m the one who rented the hotel room.”


“Impressive,” Remo said.


“Wanna see it?”


“No, thanks.”


“Oh, come on,” the girls chorused. After all, Remo didn’t look old enough to be their father.


He was, though, so he played the perfect professional sunglasses monger. He pointed out different brands of sunglasses propped on the displays, which were mounted on a plastic booth in the sand. The plastic was bright yellow, but it washed out to a gray in the darkness of night. The sunglasses stand had no lights except a penlight with a dying battery, which the clerk had flicked on only to count change. The dark didn’t stop the girls from trying on sunglasses and posing in front of the plastic mirrors.


“What’s with your friend?” asked a dark-haired waif in a black bikini. She exhaled grain alcohol and fruit punch.


“Too much to drink,” Remo said. The clerk was frozen in his plastic chair, eyes wide, breathing shallowly.


“Is there any such thing?” squealed the dark-haired girl. The others laughed uproariously.


Remo wasn’t interested in this crowd. He loved attractive women, but high-schoolers were below his threshold. Even the tall redhead was young for his tastes—not to mention that he was repulsed by the sour-stomach smell of heavy drinking.


He took their cash and was alarmed when the girls proudly donned their new sunglasses to continue their midnight trek to the hotel. They drifted blindly toward the ocean, but the water lapping at their feet tipped them off and they swerved away from death by drowning with peals of intoxicated hilarity.


“They’re easy targets,” Remo remarked to the clerk when they were alone again. “Which makes me wonder why you need to spike their drinks with anything.”


“What’ll you do to me now?” the clerk asked.


‘Tell me how you operate.” Remo pressed both sides of the hidden panel in the kick plate at the bottom of the booth, and the stash drawer popped open. He tore a plastic freezer bag and examined the tea bags.


The sunglasses clerk explained, “Three grades of Dater. Twenty-five-dollar, forty-dollar and fifty-dollar. You buy what you think you need. The fifty-dollar bags are the strongest. We take Visa and MasterCard, but not American Express.”


“I see.”


“Why don’t you take some free samples?” the kid asked hopefully. “In fact, take them all.”


“How would you work this into their drinks?” Remo asked. “Hey, look, you guys put little instruction tags right on the tea-bag string. Pretty ingenious.”


“Thanks. My idea.”


“A fifty-dollar bag will do what? Say I hooked up with the tall girl with the tiger swimsuit and I slipped it into her cocktail.”


“She’d be in outer space. You’d score for sure.”


“Yeah? What about the little skinny one in the black suit? What’d it do to her?”


The clerk looked uneasy.


“Just might put her a coma,” Remo answered his own question.


“We put warning labels on the tea-bags!”


“You’re lucky you haven’t killed anybody so far.”


The clerk looked extremely uneasy.


“At least,” Remo added, “not that I knew about. I’d say you’ve put this whole scam together pretty well.”


“Thanks, dude.”


“On the other hand, my own daughter is just about victimization age.”


“Oh.”


“Yeah,” Remo said. “Come on.”


The plastic Cool Shades Sunglasses booth was dragged down the middle of Myrtle Beach with the sunglasses clerk draped over it. The sunglasses on the rickety display stands wobbled precariously. It made an interesting sight in the middle of the night if you happened to see it—and somebody from the Shifting Sands Beach Lodge just happened to see it.


“Hey, it’s the Sunglasses Man!”


It was his customers. The gaggle of girlies had their own fourth-floor lanai, and the whole flock was crowded out onto it. The scrawny brunette had her head through the bars and was about to projectile hurl, but everybody else was thrilled to see him.


“Come on up and have a good time!” It was the tall redhead, doing her best Statue of Liberty pose with a bottle of clear liquid that showed a tiny picture of a bat.


Remo was alarmed again—they were still wearing their sunglasses. He gave them a wave and kept walking, hoping his disinterest would send them back inside.


“Come on. Sunglasses Man!” the redhead shouted.


“Yeah, come on!” chorused the others.


Remo marched on. How’d he get in this pickle?


“Maybe this’ll change your mind!” she shouted. “Look!”


Remo was only human. He had to look. The redhead was now twirling her tiger-striped bikini top on one finger above her head, and she was dancing. “Woo-hoo!”


The others refused to be left out. More bikini tops began twirling. Remo kept walking.


“Hey, Sunglasses Man, catch!”


The redhead flung her bikini top out to him. She flung just a little too far. She was just a little too tall. The iron rail on the old hotel balcony was just a little too low.


“Oh, bother.” Remo mumbled to the clerk. “Wait here.”


The redhead was falling. She wasn’t so drunk she couldn’t figure out that she was two seconds away from death. She screeched. She heard the rum bottle shatter, and in another moment she would shatter too.


Then she was okay, nestled in the iron-strong arms of the Sunglasses Man. He was standing next to the pool, and it took her a moment to realize that he’d actually caught her.


He effortlessly pivoted both of them under the fluttering bikini top. It draped over her big toe.


“Oh, God,” she moaned. “You saved me.”


“I shouldn’t have.” He placed her on her feet in a glass-free spot.


“No, don’t ever let me go!” She clung to his neck.


“Sorry, sweetheart.”


The girls upstairs were cheering, except for the nauseous waif. “Go inside and sleep it off!” Remo ordered.


“Come on,” pleaded the redhead. “Let’s do it again.”


“I’m out of here.”


“I want you.”


“Whatever.” Remo slipped out of the lasso of her arms and hightailed it back to the beach. The redhead tried to chase him, but her feet tangled in her bikini top and she collapsed on the pool deck, skinning her most sensitive front parts.


“Come back, Sunglasses Man!” she sobbed. “I love you!”


Remo was already gone. The sunglasses on their stands were swinging wildly, although, oddly, not one of them fell off. The clerk was swinging, too, and his limp head banged against the plastic with every step Remo took.


“I don’t get why anybody would buy Daters anyway,” Remo remarked. “How much easier could it be to score around here?”


Remo wasn’t giving himself enough credit. The truth was that women were highly attracted to him. It wasn’t just teen party princesses on vacation, either, but all kinds of women.


Remo was the world’s Reigning Master of Sinanju. The training he had endured gave him the ability to find the vulnerable nerve-endings in the human body and exploit them in unusual ways. These were the skills he employed to get the cooperation of the clerk at the sunglasses stand.


Remo had complete control over his ability to find nerve-endings. The business of attracting women was not so well under his control. It was a phenomenon that seemed to defy his understanding. Even for a man who controlled his body’s heart rate, his circulation and his breathing like no other human being except Master Chiun, his mentor, he still couldn’t quite get a handle on the process that made him superattractive to women. He could make it go away, if he really thought about it. But he wasn’t sure how he made it go away and what a pain it was thinking about it all the time.


There was much, much more to being a Master of Sinanju, which at its surface could be called a martial art. Like other martial arts, Sinanju gave its practitioners a number of unique fighting skills. In fact, Sinanju was the first martial art, the original martial art. Over many centuries, bits and pieces of Sinanju knowledge were stolen by others and these fragments became the basis of all other martial arts. Karate and kung fu, the techniques of the ninja, the lost battle skills of a hundred vanished Buddhist monasteries were based on Sinanju knowledge. It followed then that all next-generation fighting schools, such as judo, could trace their development back to a sliver of light gleaned from the Sun Source of all martial arts: Sinanju.
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