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  CHAPTER ONE


  BEFORE THERE WAS AN OUT ISLAND Spa owned by Del Ray Promotions, before there was a Bahamian government, before there was the black slave or the British colonizer, back when the little Out Islands were too small to bother with, even for the Carib Indians, and the beaches were truly—as centuries later, advertisements would say—“without footprints,” there came to what would one day be known as Little Exuma Island, a foot.


  The foot was in a silver brocade slipper and before it touched the sandy beach a servant tried to place a gold carpet beneath it. The servant was waved away and so was the carpet as the royal feet were joined by others, wearing bronze and steel shin protectors.


  They were the feet of soldiers and quickly they spread out, beyond the beach, into underbrush, scaring birds to flight and sending lizards scurrying to holes in the sparse white coral rocks. Neither the birds nor the lizards had ever seen men before, least of all men with glistening chest-plates and helmets, swords at the ready and spears poking bushes and shaking the low-growing scrub trees.


  On the beach, the prince shook off his slippers and pressed his bare feet into the pure white sand. He had never seen sand this white or a sea as turquoise blue before, and in the last few years he had seen many seas.


  He looked back at his great royal barks, anchored in the sheltered cove, each with the single great sail, now only white, but once embroidered with the crossed swords of his royal family to proclaim its presence and powers.


  But the crossed-swords crest had been shamefully unstitched years before on different seas as his men tried to disguise who he was. Even his standards had been removed from the prow of the boats and if his barks had not been so large, they could have belonged to any common merchant from any port in the world.


  “Do you think here?” one of his lords asked the prince.


  “Bring me the maps and my navigator.”


  The navigator was rowed from the main bark, wine-sotted and weeping. One of the noblemen readied his ivory-pommeled sword, sure that his prince would demand the navigator’s head.


  Two lords helped the weaving stricken man to stand. Another gathered the leather-bound tubes which held the maps. The iron breastplates and helmets, so good against arrow and spear, burned the flesh in this strange sun. By every lord’s calculation, they knew it was winter, but there were no snows here, not even cold winds, just the burning sun and the scrub brush and that strange turquoise sea.


  “The maps were useless, your Majesty,” sobbed the navigator.


  “Let us make sure of that,” said the prince. The parchment maps, each protected by a thin wax coating, were laid out on the sand and held down by flat heavy swords at each corner. Some of the lords, seeing their passage on these maps, felt the anguish of lost homes and lost lands. They saw on the map the great city of Rome. They had been guests there of the great Augustus Caesar, emperor and god. They had been under his protection.


  And of course his protection had been useless too.


  On another map was the civilized China. They all remembered the courts of the Tang Dynasty. For an entire case of jewels, such as even the Tang emperor had never seen, they had been granted sanctuary within his palace walls.


  But after just a few days, the Tang emperor had returned the jewels and told them to leave.


  “Are you admitting, great Emperor, that you do not rule in your own courtyards?” their prince had asked. “For if you are afraid of one man—any man—then you do not rule in your kingdom.”


  The Tang court was hushed at such effrontery to their emperor, but the emperor had only laughed.


  “You believe that?” asked the emperor.


  “I do,” said the prince, righteously.


  “You still believe that, after all that has happened to you?”


  “I do.”


  “Then let me give you more wisdom, Prince, because your throne—which you do not sit on any longer—was once almost as grand as ours,” said the emperor. “When it is cold, one is not a coward to put on furs. When it is hot, it does not take fear to put on a shade hat. A man can rule only what a man can rule. Otherwise, he winds up as some who are too prideful, fleeing from one kingdom to another, without a throne, without lands, like a beggar on a dusty road.”


  Angrily, the prince had responded. “If one man frightens you so much, my Emperor, then sit forever on your throne. At his indulgence and at his whim.”


  Now everyone in the court knew such an insult would call for beheading, but the emperor had smiled again and ever so softly said:


  “Your life is not mine to take. I leave that to my friend who is your enemy.”


  And so the prince and his lords had left the court of the Tangs too. And now their helmets burned their flesh in the month the Romans called January after the god Janus. Foot soldiers came back from the underbrush.


  “He is not here, my lord,” they called out.


  A white-bellied gull cawed as it lowered itself to a piece of gray driftwood. They all waited for the orders to remove their burning helmets. There were two hundred men now. When they had started, there were fifteen thousand.


  When they had started, they all expected to return to their prince’s palace within a week or two. After all, it was only one man. And one man, of course, had his limits, hadn’t he? Their prince was all-powerful, wasn’t he?


  And their prince was right. The man had to be shown that he was just a hireling, scarcely more worthy of respect than a carpenter or a jeweler or a physician. After all, what did that man do that a common soldier could not do?


  What their prince had never told any of them was that he could have kept his kingdom for just a simple sack of gold, only a fraction of what the Tang emperor had refused from them or only a small part of what the Romans took as just a gift to provide brief sanctuary.


  The prince could have paid. Indeed, he owed it. But Prince Wo had found that out only later, when it was too late.


  He had hired, on the highest recommendations, an assassin reputed to be so good that his work was at an entirely different level from anything that had ever been seen before. The word was that this little village in the country known as Korea had provided assassins for centuries, but only now were they becoming really popular west of China and the backward and barbaric Japan.


  “You have got to try one,” said a courtier. “They are wonderful. No excuses. No reasons why they fail. They just don’t fail.”


  At the time Prince Wo did have a problem. His brother was hungrily eyeing his throne and was also building an army, too large an army just to defend his limited lands. Yet Prince Wo could not kill him until he started an attack, and his brother was not ready to start an attack until he had a good chance of winning it.


  A quandary which could best be solved by his brother’s death, and what Prince Wo wanted was for his brother to die by unknown hands.


  “I want no one to be able to point a finger to this throne and say we were responsible for our brother’s death,” he told the assassin when he finally arrived at Prince Wo’s court.


  “You may begin composing the funeral dirge, your Majesty,” said the assassin with a very low bow.


  But the next day, Prince Wo’s brother died in a fall from one of the parapets of his castle and the prince dismissed the assassin, no longer needing his services.


  “Your Majesty,” said the assassin. “Your brother’s death was my services.”


  “He fell,” said Prince Wo.


  “You said you did not wish to appear to be behind his death.”


  “His death was an accident. It was a sign of the gods that I should not be opposed on this earth. I do not pay assassins for a gift from the gods.”


  “Your Majesty, I come from a small village, a poor village which if it did not get the tributes given my services would starve. Should it become thought that these tributes did not have to be paid, not only those living today in my village would starve but so would those to come in the future. So, your Majesty, giving full obeisance to your glory, nevertheless, I insist that I be paid, and paid publicly.”


  “I rule here,” said Prince Wo.


  “And greatly,” said the assassin. “But I must be paid.”


  Prince Wo flicked his fingers and guards came forward to remove the assassin who had the effrontery to use the word “must” in front of his royal highness.


  But the assassin moved as smooth as a stream through their arms and without guidance left the throne room.


  In the morning, the prince’s favorite concubine was found dead from a fall. The court physician felt the bones and said that indeed she must have fallen a hundred feet. Yet she had been found lying on the floor alongside the king’s bed.  


  The message was clear. There was not the slightest possibility that the prince’s brother had fallen accidentally. The assassin had sent his message. He wanted to be paid.


  Unfortunately, the entire court now knew what had happened because falling from a bed and breaking every bone in one’s body was not something that could be kept secret, especially when it was the prince’s favorite concubine and it was the prince’s bed she fell from. They all knew now what the prince knew. His brother had not died by accident and the assassin had demanded payment.


  The prince sent a discreet courier to the assassin with not only the payment, but double the payment. Inside the bag was a note:


  “O Great Assassin. I cannot allow my throne to be disgraced by seeming to be forced to pay you. If I am forced to do anything, then how can I be said to rule? Find double the agreed-upon payment. The first part is for your service; the second to kill the courier, keeping his silence and yours.”


  The courier returned alive with the sacks empty and with the assassin’s demand. Payment must be made to him publicly.


  “Never,” said Prince Wo. “If I am afraid of any man in my kingdom, then I do not rule. He does.”


  He called his war council together and explained what the problem was. The greatest general among them pointed out that they were used to fighting armies, not assassins. Each army had its own special weakness. But none knew the weakness of this assassin.


  The general devised what he called the seven-sided death. Each way of death would be inscribed on a stone. The first stone called for the sword; the second for poison; the third for treachery, and so on, until the seventh stone. If all the first six failed, then and only would the seventh stone be used.


  “Why not use it first?” asked the prince.


  Now the general was old and had fought many battles even before the prince was born. Unlike other warriors, he did not lead his men just by jumping on a horse before them, but was known to think. He would spend weeks and months alone, thinking about the ways of war, and while he was a frail man, he had never lost a battle. Even the most fearsome warriors bowed to the wisdom of his mind.


  When he answered, he spoke slowly because everything he knew came from the work his mind had done.


  “For every strength,” he said, “there is a weakness. If the six ways fail, then the seventh will tell you the weakness of your enemy. The problem with most battles is that the general comes in with only one plan and if that fails, he fails. The seventh stone will be the invincible way, but must only be used should the other six fail.”


  · · ·


  As a precaution, the prince and his lords and his army moved out of the city into an encampment on a flat plain where no enemy could hide. Every soldier was issued a sword, for the sword was the way of the first stone. The general himself stood guard outside Prince Wo’s tent.


  In the morning, the general was found dead with every bone in his body broken.


  The first stone was shattered and Prince Wo and his army and lords moved off into a valley where food was scarce. He ordered his men to poison every berry, every bush and well and grain, keeping their own foods safe, hidden inside their clothing. There they waited for the assassin, with the knowledge that in just a few days, he would be dead and they would be returning to the palace.


  In the morning, Prince Wo’s pet falcon was found dead at the base of his perch with every bone in his body broken.


  Through the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth stones they fled. Baghdad, Rome, the land of the barbaric Scythians with strange yellow hair. Even the favorite mount of the Scythian king was killed in the same manner, every bone broken.


  They were down to the last stone when Prince Wo with his remaining warriors ordered all the royal barks to provision and they sailed westward, carrying the stone sealed beneath his very bed. When they were a month out of sight of land, he ordered all the standards thrown overboard and the embroidered crossed swords on the sails removed, stitch by stitch, from existence.


  It was then that the navigator began to weep and drink and could not be stopped. When finally they sailed into the turquoise-blue sea, the prince ordered the little fleet to anchor, and when it was shown no living thing was on the island, the prince ordered the navigator to come to shore with all the maps.


  “Can anyone find this island or this sea?” Prince Wo asked.


  “Your Majesty,” wept the navigator. “No one will ever find this island or this sea. We have sailed off the very maps of the world.”


  “Good,” said the prince. “Bring the seventh stone and bury it here.” He ordered the men to take off their burning helmets and throw them into the sea. When the stone, with its inscription on the seventh way to kill the assassin, arrived wrapped in silk, he ordered the ships to be burned where they were anchored.


  “Your Majesty, why didn’t you try the seventh way? Why didn’t we at least try the seventh stone before we threw away our standards and shamefully removed the sign of the royal swords from your sails?”


  Prince Wo said softly, “Is not the seventh stone the strongest way to overcome our enemy?”


  “Then why not use it, your Majesty? Swords failed, poisons failed. The great pit near Rome failed. Do you think, your Majesty, that the seventh way will fail?”


  “No,” said Prince Wo and looked out on those who had come with him so many thousands of miles, who would never see the palace again. “It will not fail. This will be the way to kill the assassin. This was the way to be used when the others failed. It is the most brilliant way.”


  “Why didn’t we use it? Why didn’t we use it first?” he was asked.


  Prince Wo smiled. “Would you all have come with me, in boats shorn of emblems, with standards surrendered to the sea like a retreating navy? Would you have sailed willingly off the maps of civilized men to an island like this where we rule only birds and lizards? Would you have done any of those things at the outset, willingly at the outset?”


  Everyone heard the waves, soft and steady, breaking on the pure white beach.


  “But, your Majesty. If we had tried the method of the seventh stone, at the beginning, we would not have had to flee.”  


  Wo smiled again.


  “Son,” he said, addressing his subject warmly. “This is the seventh way and I promise you will destroy that house of assassins.”


  “When will he come?”


  “Ah, that is the secret of the seventh stone,” said the prince and kicked off his brocaded slippers and wore only a cloth around his loins as was most comfortable in this strange winter without snow.


  * * *


  Some thought that the summer would have snow, but it didn’t. It got even hotter. Their skins browned and the years passed and wandering Carib Indians came and then the British and with them slaves to harvest the salt from flats flooded by the turquoise sea. And the islands became known as the Bahamas.


  And one day, a steam shovel, cracking the coral ground for a condominium development, lifted up a smooth pink marble stone with engraving.


  Shreds of tattered silk fell from it as it saw light for the first time in almost two thousand years. No one could make out the writing, not even the owner of Del Ray Promotions Inc. of Little Exuma.


  “It ain’t a curse, is it? Because if it’s an old curse, then, you know, forget it already. It goes back in the ground. Screw the Indians.” This from the major partner of Del Ray to the linguistics professor he had brought down from the States.


  “No, no. It’s nothing to do with Carib Indian. I would swear it’s a form of Indo-European.”


  “We own this beachfront. It’s ours. The Brits have been out of here for years.”


  “No. It’s before the English language.”


  “Over a hundred years?” said the developer, who had never made it through high school and, as a form of compensation, liked to hire at least a dozen PhDs a year for various projects. Not for big money, of course. Big money was for his girlfriends and bigger money was for the private detectives who found out about it on behalf of his wife.


  “Well over a thousand years,” the professor said.


  “What does it say?”


  “I don’t know. We may never be able to translate it.”


  There were, however, two people who translated it almost immediately. The sales manager for Del Ray said the stone promised peace, beautiful sunsets, and a resale value so unbelievable that only ancient Indo-European could describe it.


  And Reginald Woburn III, called in by his father from a polo match to read the inscription on a photograph of the stone, did it too. Not as easily as the sales manager who was making up a sales pitch, but laboriously, step by step, picking his way carefully through the symbols of a language he had learned but never used. He sat in the dark polished room of the Woburn estate in Palm Beach and saw letters that he had learned as a child, when his father explained to him that the Jews had Hebrew, his Roman Catholic friends used to have Latin, and the Woburns had a language too.


  “But, Daddy,” Reginald had said. “Other people use their languages. Nobody uses this language but the Woburns.”


  “And the Wolinskis. And von Wollochs and the de Wolliues and the Worths,” his father had said.


  “What sort of a language is that where you can only talk to a few hundred people?” Reginald had asked.


  “Ours, son,” his father had said. And since he was a Woburn and it was something his father had done and his father’s father had done and everyone had done way back even before their name had become Woburn, Reginald Woburn III learned the language. Which was not too much to ask, considering that the rest of his life was to be spent in polo and bridge and yachting.


  Now, in his prime, a full seven-goal polo player, Reginald was going through those old markings again.


  It was gloomy in the main study. There was a reason for that. The light had to be filtered through dark windows. The rest of the world was sunny and gay and there were at least three delicious young ladies waiting for Reginald, and just as he did at twelve years of age, he picked laboriously through the letters.


  Reginald was a darkly handsome young man in his twenties with high cheekbones and eyes that looked like black marbles. He was athletic but he never strained at it. When a coach had once told him, “No pain, no gain,” Reginald had answered, “And no me.”


  This language had always been a nettling nuisance and he had hoped that it was something that was behind him. But here he was again.


  He identified his verbs, his nouns, his proper nouns.


  So typical of this language, the inscription on the stone included the word “stone.” The language took the obvious and made it stupid. Not only was the inscription on the stone, it had to tell you it was on the stone.


  “Seven times,” said Reginald with his finger on the word in the photograph of the inscription.


  “No,” his father said. “Seventh stone.”


  “Right,” Reginald said. “Seventh stone.” He prayed that he was not going to have to read six others. He was getting thirsty but he knew one never allowed the servants around when you read the language.


  There were six other stones, according to the inscription. The first was the stone of the sword and then the poison and so forth, through all manner of mayhem, including a pit somewhere.


  Reginald looked up. Daddy was smiling. Therefore, Reginald could assume he was translating correctly. At least this was more interesting than most of the writings which had to do with the family of some Prince Wo and pithy little sayings like “If you fear someone, you never rule.”


  This inscription told about setting a trap, a trap through history. It was a trap to kill someone named Sinanju.


  “No. Not a person, a village,” his father said.


  “But it’s a person sign here,” said Reginald.


  “Person or persons from Sinanju.”


  “Right,” Reginald said wearily. “Person or persons from Sinanju. Kill them.”


  “Good,” said his father. “Now you know what you have to do.”


  “Me? I’m a polo player.”


  “You’re a Woburn. That inscription is your instruction.”


  “I’ve never killed anyone in my life,” Reginald said.


  “Then you can’t be sure you won’t like it.”


  “I’m sure I won’t,” Reginald said.


  “You don’t know if you don’t try, Reggie.”


  “Isn’t killing illegal?” Reginald asked.


  “This thing you must do was written for us and for you before any laws of any country now existing on earth,” said his father. “Besides, you’re going to love it.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Read on.”


  Reginald Woburn III picked his way through the lines of letters, seeing the thoughts become more intricate, seeing a stunning logic in a people disappearing from the face of the earth only to return in disguise to deliver the final and victorious blow.


  It was sort of challenging in a way and even though the other predictions of the stone had come true about how the island would be found by others and how Wo’s descendants would move out disguised in the stream of humanity that came to the islands, Reginald could not quite believe the last prediction: that the first son of the first son of the direct line would, from a life of skilled idleness, become the greatest killer the world had ever known.


  Of course, that would require eliminating all those who were the best now.


  It was a game after all, Reginald reasoned. He did not know yet how much he was going to enjoy the blood of others.


  CHAPTER TWO


  HIS NAME WAS REMO and he was going to make sure the man’s children were on hand. With no other children would he ever do this, but this man had to see his children’s faces looking at him. It was the way the man had killed. It had earned him this magnificent estate in Coral Gables, Florida, with the electrified cyclone fence surrounding lawns like carpets on which sat, like some gross jewel, a magnificent white building with orange tile roof. It was a hacienda in America, built on needles and snorts and death, the death of children too.


  Remo saw the television cameras pace their scans over the chain-link fence. Their mechanical rhythms were so steady, so dull, so avoidable. Why these people trusted technology instead of the native viciousness which had made them rich, Remo could not fathom. He waited, stock-still, until the camera caught him full face. Then he slowly moved a forefinger over his own throat and smiled. When the camera suddenly stopped and moved back to him and stayed on him, he smiled again and mouthed the words:


  “You die.”


  That would do for openers. Then he went to the front gate where a large fat man sat in a booth, chewing something with enough garlic and peppers to fumigate the Colosseum at Rome.


  “Hey, you. What you want?” said the man. He had a dark little mustache under his wide nose. His hair was thick and black like that of most Colombians. Even though he was just a guard at the gate, he was probably a brother or a cousin of the owner of the Coral Gables estate.


  “I want to kill your patron and I want his children to see it,” said Remo. He might have been mistaken for Indian himself with the high cheekbones and dark eyes. Yet his skin was pale. His nose was arrow straight and thin, as were his lips. Only his thick wrists might have drawn special attention. But the guard was not noticing the wrists. He had been told from the main house that a troublemaker was making strange signs at the cameras and he had been told to take care of him.


  He was told to be reasonable. You asked nicely first, and then if the man didn’t go, you broke his feet with a pipe. Then you called the police and an ambulance and they took him away. Maybe if he was real fresh, you broke his mouth too.


  “Get outta here,” said Gonzalez y Gonzalez y Gonzalez. That counted as the second warning. He was to give three. Gonzalez kept two fingers pressed against the little transmitter inside his booth. That way he wouldn’t lose count. He had one more warning to go.


  “No,” said Remo.


  “What?”


  “I’m not going. I’m here to finish your patron,” Remo said. “I am going to kill him and humiliate him. I’ve been told his children are here also.”


  “What?” grunted Gonzalez. It must be three by now. He reached for the man’s neck. Suddenly his large hands left the transmitter and froze there in front of the man’s neck. Gonzalez looked at his hands. The fingers he had been counting with were out there in midair. He had lost his place and now he wasn’t sure if it had been three warnings or not.


  “Hey, how many times I tell you to get out of here?” Gonzalez asked. Maybe the stranger would remember.


  “I’m not leaving. I’ve got business with your patron.”’


  “No, no,” said Gonzalez. “I want to know exactly how many times I warned you to get outta here. What was it? One? Was it two?”


  “I don’t know,” said Remo. “There was the first ‘get outta here.’”


  “Right. Thass one.”


  “I think there was another,” Remo said.


  “Okay. Three,” Gonzalez said.


  “No, that’s two,” Remo said.


  “So you got one more.”


  “For what?” said Remo.


  “For the three times I warn you before the surprise,” said Gonzalez. He was being cunning. “Okay, here comes the third. Get you ass outta here before I break you feet.”


  “No,” said Remo. Gonzalez went for the hammer. He liked to hear bones break, liked to feel them give way to a good solid swing. Gonzalez reached his free hand to grab the insolent stranger while he swung the hammer toward the groin. There was a strange light feeling to the hand that gripped the stranger and that was because it wasn’t gripping anything anymore. It was gone, and the stranger didn’t seem to move.


  But Gonzalez’s left arm ended at a gushing stump. Then the window shield of his guard booth closed and the door opened and he saw where his hand had gone. It came flying back into his lap.


  He had not seen the stranger move because the other movement was so perfectly symmetrical with his own. He had only seen the hammer. He could not perceive an incredible velocity from the stranger’s hand, cutting through his wrist like a scissor separating breakfast sausage, severing bone from bone with such awesome speed that Gonzalez did not even have time to feel pain.


  There was only the lightness, and then the hand in his lap, and then everything became dark forever. He did not see the finishing blow to his head. His last thought was a stunning clear vision of reality. He saw a vision of a transmitter in front of his eyes. He saw two fingers on it. He was at two. That was his place. Two warnings. He would remember that if the subject came up again.


  It didn’t.


  * * *


  Remo felt the dogs before he heard them or saw them. There was a way dogs had about them of being unleashed for an attack. Dogs were pack animals, and while they could be trained for other things, they worked best in groups. On the other hand, man had to be trained to work in a group. And then there were a few other men, down through the centuries, who had been trained to excel alone, to use all the physical powers that a man’s body could command, and those were the ones who could sense dogs loping across a vast lawn preparing for an attack.


  Remo was one of those men. The only other was his trainer, and Remo’s training had been so pure that he no longer had to think about the things he knew. To think about something was not to know it. To do something without knowing how one did it was the full knowledge of one’s own body.


  The normal human body would tense when perceiving an attack. That was because it had succumbed to the bad habit of using muscles and strength. When the dogs set forepaws for the leap, Remo felt a softness in the air, almost as if watching himself. He let his left arm level out by itself with palm upward, catching the underbelly of the dog and pressuring slightly so that its leap went two feet too far, two feet above his head. He passed the other two dogs, one at each side, like a matador.


  From the window of the great white house with the orange roof, a man watched through binoculars. He rubbed the lenses because he was sure he had not seen what he had seen. If his binoculars were not playing tricks, he had just seen his three prize attack dogs leap at a man and not only miss, but seem to go right through him. The man did not change pace; nor did he change expression.


  There was Lobo, Rafael and Berserka, each with a blood kill in their mouths by the time their training had been completed, and they had run through that stranger.


  Was he carrying something special?


  What could he carry? He wore only a black T-shirt and black slacks and loafers. He also wore a smile. Apparently he knew he was being watched because he mouthed again the words:


  “You’re dead.”


  Lobo pulled up short on the lawn and, true to his great Doberman heart, whirled to attack again. And this time it was as if he had run into a wall. He stopped. Flat. On the ground. Lifeless. A useless dog, thought the man with the binoculars. Rafael would do better. Rafael had once ripped out a lumberjack’s throat with one jerk of his mastiff neck.


  Rafael roared toward the man’s groin. Rafael roared right on by in two pieces. Mastiff’s master watched his dog die and thought: “All my life, I have been robbed by dog dealers. Let there be one day that does not betray Juan Valdez Garcia and then I will admit there is justice under heaven.”
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