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Prologue


She had lost faith in God even before the Almighty decided to slaughter his flock.


As she lay in the mud, she tried to remember when the loss of faith had happened. She supposed it came by degrees. She only remembered waking up in the jungles of South America one morning to the realization that the god she followed was a fraud. By then it was too late.


In the last few minutes before the bullet cracked her skull and pureed her brain, the thing that really vexed Jennifer Lonig’s terrified mind was her own gullibility. He claimed to be God, for criminy’s sake. Wasn’t God supposed to be nice? Oh, sure, there was the occasional toad downpour or Mrs. Lot salt lick—but that was Old Testament God.


This was 1978. Smack-dab in the post-Watergate, free-loving, buy-the-world-a-Coke New Testament. All that everlasting-vengeance stuff had gone the way of burning bushes and Ozzie and Harriet. God was nice now. Everybody knew that. But it turned out the god Jennifer had chosen to worship was just a big old meanie.


“Check the ones at the back.”


The voice came over the scratchy public-address system. The booming voice was calm, even as the world crashed down around his ears. The voice belonged to the man Jennifer now realized was not God.


Most of the others were already dead. They had lined up like good sheep at the big communal kettles. At their bad shepherd’s command, the foolish righteous had dutifully drunk the tainted soft drink. As the first followers clutched bellies and throats, dropping lifeless to the muddy jungle floor, the rest continued to drink the poison.


They dared not defy God.


Jennifer had only pretended to drink. She found a nice spot in the mud and lay down, hoping—praying—to be lost in the crowd. Surely they wouldn’t notice. There were hundreds of bodies—acres of dead.


Through barely open eyes she strained to see. Jennifer was face-to-face with a glassy-eyed corpse. What was the woman’s name? Tammy something. From Denver?


Greenish stomach bile dribbled down Tammy-from-Denver’s pale cheek.


“The devil rides in on wind of fire,” the man who wasn’t God announced. “The flock must perish to save the shepherd.”


Someone was coming to the camp. Government troops. Maybe even American Marines. Their imminent arrival had sparked panic among the camp’s leadership. But they were an eternity away yet.


They’ll be here soon, she told herself. Soon.


Jennifer just needed to hold on until the cavalry arrived. And they couldn’t possibly check every corpse. If she could stay still, she might just survive. The loud pop of a gunshot. Very nearby.


Jennifer almost jumped at the sound. By force of will she kept her body slack.


The gunshots had been coming sporadically over the past hour. It was clear that Jennifer was not the only one to fall from the faith. Others had refused the poisoned drink. Their eternal reward came at the end of a rifle barrel.


Another pop. Closer still.


Jennifer shivered in the humid afternoon sun. Shock numbed her senses. The world took on a hazy, unreal tone.


Tammy from Denver was smiling. Chin dripping black and green. Dead lips twisting over stained teeth.


Was she talking?


“He is not God, he is not God…”


The voice sounded familiar. But it couldn’t be Tammy from Denver. Tammy was dead. See? There’s a fly on her eyeball. Living people don’t let flies land on their eyes. But if it wasn’t Tammy speaking, who was it?


“He is not God.”


Jennifer tried not to shiver.


The beatings, the forced labor, the stress and shock and horror. They had all taken their toll.


The sun was hot. So why was she so cold? And why wouldn’t dead Tammy stop talking? Didn’t she know? They would find her and kill her all over again if she didn’t stop.


“Shh,” Jennifer hissed. Her face was covered in a sheen of sweat.


A scuffling footstep. Somewhere nearby, a grunt. “He is not God, he is not God….”


Wait. That voice. It wasn’t Tammy. It was Jennifer. Her own lips were moving. She could see them puckering through her own half-opened eyes. And something else.


A shadow. Blocking Tammy’s dead and grinning face. A pair of boots. Very close.


“I got another one,” a man’s voice called impatiently.


“The world will not be spared the wrath of God,” called the voice over the PA system almost simultaneously.


But that wasn’t right. The man making the announcement was not God. Jennifer was sure of it. She almost said so yet again, but then she heard a sharp click behind her ear.


And then there was an explosion so loud and so close it was like the birth of the universe, but within the confines of her own skull.


The earthly Jennifer Lonig never even felt the bullet pierce her skull or the warm mud accept the twitching body that had been hers in life. The essence of what she was had already taken flight from her human shell.


She was swept up into the eternal hum of life that was something that had been beyond her understanding on Earth.


She saw brightness. Shadows of people that she knew in life but had lost. And something else. Something vast and warm and wondrous and everything else the man who had claimed to be God was not.


And in that moment of pure love and contentment, Jennifer Lonig was given a hint of something terrible. A vision of something that would not come to pass until two decades after her corpse had been flown back to the United States for burial. It was a glimpse of the vengeance that would be visited on those who had murdered her. A god from the East who wore the face of a man would visit the land of death. Where this man walked, the world would split, hurling blood and fire into the blazing sky.


And the false god of Earth who cowered in his path would tremble with fear.




Chapter 1


They wanted garbage. Mountains of it. Piled high and reeking. They wanted much more than they could possibly produce themselves. For the volume of garbage they wanted, they’d had to advertise.


The call was heard around the world.


Household or industrial waste, it didn’t matter. Coffee grounds and paper plates were the same as asbestos-lined pipes and dioxin drums. All was welcome.


Industrial sludge was shipped by the barrelful, rolled off boats on pallets by men in protective space-age suits with special breathing masks. It found a temporary home next to buckets of old paint, used-car batteries, rotting rubber tires and stacks of bundled newspapers oozing toxic ink.


When Carlos Whitehall toured New Briton Harbor in the small South American country of Mayana and saw the first of the scows festering at the docks, he allowed a tight smile.


“Beautiful,” he said softly.


Oh, not in the conventional sense, of course.


The scows were practically overflowing. Men in masks raked the refuse as it smoldered in the hot sun.


The many seagulls flapping around the junk on the boats brought a sense of vitality, of life, to the trash heaps.


That’s what this was all about—life.


The country of Mayana was coming to life. Finally claiming its place in the sun. And it would do so by making itself indispensable to the modern world.


The trash was coming in by the boatload. Mounded in teetering piles, it was coming on slow-moving scows down through the Caribbean to Mayana. The first shipment had reached the port city capital of New Briton the previous evening. It was docked at pier 1.


As he walked, seagulls scattered and ran. Carlos Whitehall almost seemed pleased that the birds could share in his good fortune, in the good fortune of all Mayana.


Whitehall strode along the newly constructed docks amid a phalanx of his deputies of commerce. The men pressed white handkerchiefs firmly over their mouths to keep out the smell. Carlos Whitehall—Mayana’s finance minister and direct adviser to President Blythe Curry-Hume—seemed to revel in the foul stench.


“There are eighteen scows so far, Minister,” the young man nearest Whitehall said. George Jiminez was deputy finance minister and assistant director of the top secret Vaporizer Project. He puffed hard behind his handkerchief.


“When will the other bays be ready?” Whitehall asked. He was a tall man with a deep, healthy tan.


Despite the surroundings, there wasn’t a single spot or smudge on his light cotton suit.


“They tell me now it won’t be until next Tuesday.”


Whitehall stopped dead. The rest of his entourage stumbled to a stop.


“That’s ridiculous,” the finance minister snapped, eyes flashing with his trademark unpredictable anger. Behind him, a scow loaded with rusted drums of human waste from a Mexican processing plant was baking in the hot South American sun. The smell failed to bother Whitehall.


“They’ve taken too much time already,” he said, aiming an unwavering finger at Jiminez. “Tell them the president has authorized me to use whatever means necessary to have this up and running by Friday. I am not putting up with any more delays. After the conference Mayana’s treasury will have more than enough to hire outside contractors.”


“The people might not like that,” George pointed out from under his sweaty hankie.


“The people won’t care,” Whitehall said. “This is going to make everyone in Mayana rich.” He waved to the docked scows. “Now, Sears has a few trucks up there, but they’ll need two more loads for the last tests.” He pointed at the Mexican scow and the one beside it. “That one and that one.”


“Maybe we shouldn’t charge for these,” Jiminez suggested. “A sample for new clients.”


“Are either of them from the United States?”


“No,” Jiminez replied. “If you’d prefer it, there are at least two from New York out in the Caribbean.”


Whitehall shook his head firmly. “The United States can afford to pay. This one is from Mexico?” George Jiminez nodded. “Okay, let them both have it on us.” Through the swarming seagulls he read the markings on the next scow. “Russian. There’s some irony, I suppose,” he muttered under his breath. “They’ve got an environmental movement now. With the mess they’ve got they’ll need our services.”


A half-dozen cell phones appeared from suit jackets. Arrangements were made to off-load the two scows.


Minister Carlos Whitehall spun on his heel. The tall man in the spotless beige suit began marching up the dock.


George Jiminez jogged to keep up. The wind was shifting out to sea. He came out from behind his handkerchief, testing the air. It was a little better.


“I’ve spoken with the president’s office,” Jiminez said, tucking his hankie back in his pocket. “Everything’s set.”


“Of course it is,” Whitehall snapped unhappily. “Our first-term executive president had to be dragged on board this project by me. He contributed nothing, George. Nothing. He only got elected at a propitious time.”


They were at the parking area beyond the docks. Whitehall’s driver ran around his limousine to open the back door for the finance minister.


George Jiminez knew this was a touchy subject. There was animosity between the finance minister and the executive president’s office. Still, they would all be able to bury their differences soon. Today Mayana would take the first step to becoming the richest country in South America.


As Minister Whitehall climbed into the car, Jiminez glanced back over his shoulder.


A few of the men were coming out to the parking lot, clicking shut cell phones. They got into government cars.


The harbor teemed with seagulls. They filled sky and land. In the far distance, another scow piled high with teetering garbage was making its lazy way in from the sea.


The wind shifted suddenly. The fresh stench nearly caused George Jiminez to vomit his breakfast. He fumbled in his pocket for his handkerchief.


“See Mayana and lose your lunch,” he coughed as he climbed into the back seat of the air-conditioned limo.


As the finance minister’s limousine sped up into the Mayana hills, George Jiminez wondered briefly how that slogan would look on a T-shirt, perhaps spelled out with rotting banana peels. He made a mental note to bring it up at the afternoon public-relations meeting. The vaporizer was a square pit the size of two Olympic-size swimming pools. The interior was lined with a frictionless black substance that seemed to absorb light. A black hole, plucked from the depths of space and pressed into the virgin Mayanan hills.


Spaced down along the walls of the device, thousands of black-coated nozzles aimed across the vast pit. The tips of the nozzles glowed dull orange.


A black patio rimmed the pit, surrounded around by an eight-foot-high wall. Both deck and wall were coated in the same material as the Vaporizer. Carlos Whitehall noted the drabness of the device as he and his entourage entered the Vaporizer deck through a silent sliding door.


“I still think they could have done something better with the color,” the finance minister complained. As usual, he tried to see to the bottom of the pit. As usual, the severe black made it impossible for his eyes to find focus.


“Dr. Sears says the black is necessary,” George Jiminez replied. “Whatever’s in the nonreflective coating wouldn’t work with another color.”


Whitehall snorted derisively. “Dr. Sears is hardly the expert I’d quote on any of this,” he grumbled. A group of men waited at the far corner of the deck. Leading the way, Whitehall marched over to them.


His feet made not a scuff nor a sound. Before entering through the sliding door, Whitehall and the rest had pulled special clear boots over their shoes. The booties were required as a precaution to keep visitors from losing their footing on the slippery surface of the deck.


Even wearing the special shoes, Whitehall felt uneasy stepping along the deck. He had been present for some of the more recent tests. Although a chainlink fence had been set up around the very edge of the pit to prevent anyone from falling in, it didn’t help him forget the very near danger. Whenever he ventured out on the deck, he felt as if he were climbing down into a massive garbage disposal unit to retrieve a wayward spoon that had fallen down the drain.


The waiting men gave only quick glances as Whitehall and his entourage approached. While irritating, their lack of deference wasn’t a surprise. There was already a preening rooster in the henhouse.


Executive President Blythe Curry-Hume stood at the center of the crowd of men at the edge of the pit. If his close proximity to the Vaporizer caused him any concern, it didn’t show. His blandly handsome face was drawn into something that might have been a smile or a grimace of pain.


The president of Mayana seemed to have only one facial expression. For the hundredth time since election day, Carlos Whitehall strained to see a hint of the alleged magnetism that had propelled this political neophyte to his nation’s top elected office. As always in Whitehall’s critical eye, Executive President Curry-Hume came up lacking.


“I’m glad you could finally make it,” the president said thinly as Whitehall stopped before him.


“Yes, Mr. President,” Whitehall said tightly. “You do understand that we are not scheduled to begin until two.” He made a show of checking his watch. It was barely past ten.


“The world waits. If we are ready, why not go ahead? We are ready, aren’t we?”


Whitehall’s lips tightened. “I’ll need a few minutes to line everything up,” he replied, biting off each word.


The two groups went into huddles. Whitehall’s men got back on their phones, barking orders down to the docks. At one point an exasperated Carlos Whitehall glanced over at the president.


Executive President Curry-Hume stood with hands planted on his hips as he stared into the Vaporizer pit. His sharp eyes had taken on a dreamlike quality. This was one of the things that had appealed to Mayana’s female voters: the president’s soulful eyes.


One of the executive president’s security men stepped up to whisper something to Curry-Hume. The security agents were always around. About a dozen of them had been brought into government with the current president, supplanting the normal presidential security force. The silent men had a habit of making everyone around them feel uncomfortable.


Frowning, Finance Minister Whitehall turned away.


“We’re ready,” George Jiminez was saying. “The first two trucks are here.”


Nodding sharply, Carlos Whitehall went to inform the president. The call went down the line as men snapped into action. The gates were opened. Reporters who had been waiting impatiently outside swarmed onto the deck, all outfitted in slip-resistant boots.


Finance Minister Whitehall had seen some press when he arrived half an hour earlier. There were many more now.


Many were already there to cover the Globe Summit, the world environmental meeting which was being hosted by Mayana and was scheduled to begin later in the week. But they had no idea why they had been called out here to the hills above New Briton. Some wondered if it had something to do with the Mayana government’s call for trash from around the world. Many suspected the call for trash was a PR trap set up by environmental groups to be sprung on the world leaders who would be flying in for the conference.


The president worked the crowd, answering questions in an impromptu news conference. As he watched with growing jealousy, Finance Minister Whitehall clenched his teeth until the enamel squeaked. Barely controlling his anger, he whipped out his phone to call up to the control booth.


“Yes, that is true,” Executive President Curry-Hume was saying to a reporter from the Washington Times. “This demonstration is of global significance. Its reach is so great it is only fitting that it take place now, the week of the Globe Summit. Mayana is about to change the world for the better. I won’t spoil the surprise that my people have worked so hard to get ready for you. I think we should stand back and let them show us what they’ve done for us all.”


He was backing into his entourage, ready to permit the demonstration to commence, when a final question was shouted from the gaggle of reporters.


“Isn’t this near the site where the Jamestown tragedy took place?” a reporter for the Boston Blade called.


On his cell phone, Carlos Whitehall froze.


This was the one question he had feared more than any other. The finance minister had yelled, bargained and begged not to build here. But the land was government owned and ideally located. Whitehall had been outvoted.


The finance minister held his breath, awaiting the president’s response.


The executive president nodded soberly to the now silent crowd. “As you say, Jamestown was a terrible tragedy,” Curry-Hume said, voice rich with sadness. “But we are not here to focus on the past. We are here to celebrate the future. A better, cleaner future for the entire planet.” He turned his back on the reporters. “Gentlemen, if you please.”


Carlos Whitehall released a secret sigh. “Begin,” he barked into his cell phone. Turning expectantly, he handed the phone off to George Jiminez.


Immediately, a large set of double doors at the far end of the long pit yawned open. Like the smaller door through which the reporters had come, the double doors had been invisible when closed, blending in with the smooth wall.


All eyes turned. Cameras rolled.


Something big crawled up an unseen ramp. When it stopped, everyone there briefly wondered why they were looking at the back end of a dump truck. The truck was dwarfed by the vast black pit.


The truck was overflowing with garbage. Heaps of torn plastic bags spilled their contents. A few seagulls had flown up from the bay. They swooped lazily in the warm air around the truck.


Even the breeze was cooperating. The wind blew away from the press, toward the truck.


At a nod from Carlos Whitehall, George Jiminez spoke in hushed tones into the phone. An instant later, the nozzles lining the black pit glowed brighter. They went from orange to brilliant white.


Through their special boots, the gathered men and women felt a growing hum beneath their feet. Across the pit, the back of the dump truck slowly began to rise. The maw swung open and the truck’s contents slid down into the black pit.


The trash never reached the bottom.


As it passed by the array of white-tipped nozzles, there came a series of sharp flashes from all around the pit. And like popping soap bubbles, the bags of trash began to vanish.


There was a shocked intake of air all around. Reporters ran to the chain-link fence that surrounded the pit.


“Not too close!” Finance Minister Whitehall called.


He nudged himself cautiously to the edge, careful to keep at least a foot away from the fence at all times.


The falling trash continued to vanish. The reporters blinked as if witnessing some sleight of hand in a sidewalk shell game.


Another door opened above the pit. A second truck was already in position. Bags and steel drums of solid waste were dumped into the deep hole. When they passed by the glowing nozzles, they began winking out, piece by piece.


The backs of both trucks tipped nearly vertical, loosing the last of their cargo. Not a single piece of trash made it to the bottom of the deep pit.


The final floating scraps of paper and plastic caught the dying breeze on their way into the pit. They went the way of the larger trash bundles—erased from the air by some invisible force as they passed the glowing nozzles.


The dump trucks drove away, the doors slid closed once more and the hum of energy faded to silence. As it diminished, so, too, went the nozzle lights. The brilliant white dulled to yellow, then orange.


Sensing their meal had gone, the circling seagulls swooped curiously once more high overhead before heading back down toward the harbor.


The reporters stood in shocked silence, staring down onto the empty black floor of the pit. A floor that should have been lined with trash.


“Where did it go?” one small voice finally asked. President Blythe Curry-Hume stepped forward. “It went where it can never harm the environment again. It went where no beaches are despoiled by medical waste and no neighborhood is poisoned by seeping toxic chemicals. It went where the air is clean and the water is pure.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the leader of Mayana called, “I give you the hope of a cleaner future for all the world. l present to the world its own salvation. The Vaporizer.” His grimacing smile of triumph was a little too tight near his ears.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he was Master of all he surveyed.


The thought came to him as he stood on a rocky bluff that jutted over the cold waters of the West Korea Bay.


Remo. Master of all he surveyed. Him. Remo Williams. Master Remo Williams. It was a strange feeling and, at the same time, so very, very right.


It had been a long time coming. Days spreading to decades. At times it seemed as if it would never happen. Now? The wink of an eye. Master of all he surveyed.


Remo looked out over his domain.


The tiny North Korean fishing village of Sinanju had been settled among craggy rock and sunken mud flats five thousand years before. It looked as if it hadn’t seen a lick of paint or a single straight nail hammered since then.


The crummy little shanty homes of tumbledown wood and moldy thatch were clustered together against the elements. The dilapidated shacks looked like something out of The Grapes of Wrath without the cheery Steinbeck optimism.


With the melting winter snow came the annual rising tide of mud. Thick goop like brown oatmeal filled the crooked little streets and clogged the main town square.


The Mission San Juan Capistrano had the annual tradition of its returning swallows. Sinanju had a similar event, but with a non-avian twist. When the ground thawed, the sleeping snakes of Sinanju percolated to the surface. Remo had seen the first million serpents of spring slithering through the ugly brown weeds the previous week. There seemed to be a lot more with every passing year. The exhausted female snakes of Sinanju apparently spent the long winter months unsuccessfully fending off the amorous advances of hissing, horny paramours.


Remo would have thought the men of Sinanju were slipping the snakes Viagra for laughs if not for two things. First, the men of Sinanju were far too lazy to bother with the effort. Second, if they did have access to the drug, they’d need all they could spare for themselves.


Which brought him to the people of his dominion. The women of Sinanju were shapeless lumps with manhole-flat faces that looked like the south end of a northbound mule. The chronically unemployed men had raised indolence to Olympian heights. With a village stocked to its rotting rafters with ugly women and lazy men, the only good to come from the arrangement was an exceedingly low birthrate.


Not that a larger population couldn’t have been cared for. Oh, not by the villagers. As a fishing village, Sinanju had always been a failure. The waters of the West Korea Bay supported little marine life. If there had been fish there at one time, the bay had long since been fished out. The surrounding plains were bad for farming, not that the villagers had ever shown much of an aptitude for agriculture. There were no minerals to mine, no crafts with which to barter. There was nothing really that the people of Sinanju had to offer.


At least not on the surface. That’s where Remo came in.


Sinanju had one great asset, one shining jewel amid the cold and mud that made it far greater than it appeared.


The tiny, seemingly inconsequential village was home to the Masters of Sinanju. The most ancient and deadly martial art had been born on these inhospitable shores. Death was the brush of the Masters of Sinanju; the world their canvas.


If all the other, lesser martial arts were rays, Sinanju was the sun source. The rest had splintered from it. And, being but imitations, they were all inferior. Sinanju was the pure source, the essence of what could be for men in complete control of mind and body.


Since the start, the Masters of Sinanju had used their skills as assassins. And they excelled at their craft. Scalpels employed to take the place of clumsy armies, the Korean assassins were capable of feats that would seem superhuman to the average man.


There were only two Masters of Sinanju in a generation, teacher and pupil. But that was more than enough. The people of Sinanju need never work, for the efforts of the Masters of Sinanju kept them fed and warm.


Since before the time of the pharaohs, emissaries had come to the village to retain the services of the famed Sinanju assassins. And for aeons empires flourished or fell thanks to the secret services of the men from Sinanju.


The dawn of a new century had brought a new beginning to the venerable House of Sinanju. Remo—a white American—had recently become the first non-Korean Reigning Master, accepting the title and all the responsibilities that came with it. But in his heart he knew that his skin color didn’t really matter. In truth he knew that he was just the latest in an unbroken line stretching back through time to that long-ago, forgotten day when the first crooked beam was set upon the first mossy stone to form the first pathetic hovel from which would grow the village over which he now stood as Reigning Master.


Taking it all in on the lonely bluff above the village—the history, the surroundings, the wind, sea and air; allowing the salty mist to sting his exposed flesh—a newfound poetic sense swelled deep in the spirit of Remo Williams. And the newest Reigning Master of Sinanju did give word to his innermost feelings. And that word did roll off his tongue, loudly proclaimed for all around to hear.


And that word was, “Yuck.”


Thus spake Remo Williams, newly invested Reigning Master of the House of Sinanju.


He might have gotten in trouble for saying it aloud, especially if it fell on a particular pair of sensitive ears. Fortunately for Remo, only one person was nearby.


“Excuse me, Master of Sinanju?”


Though Korean, the groveling man’s English was very good.


The man in the North Korean general’s uniform was not of Sinanju. General Kye Pun was head of the People’s Bureau of Revolutionary Struggle. He had recently been given a temporary assignment by North Korean Premier Kim Jong-Il. Kye Pun was to personally act as liaison between the new Master of Sinanju and the Communist government in Pyongyang.


A few months before, there had been a power struggle in the village. A man had come to the ancient seat of the Masters of Sinanju to claim the title of Reigning Master for himself. At the time it was not absolutely certain who would be the victor. But the premier had a history with the white Master of Sinanju. The truth was, the crazy American scared him silly. Kim Jong-Il had thrown his support behind Remo.


When the dust settled, the premier was relieved to find that he had chosen wisely. Still, he wanted to be sure that the brave but dangerous Master Remo knew that he had the continued full backing of the leadership in Pyongyang.


General Kye Pun had been put at the disposal of the new Reigning Master by Kim Jong-Il as a show of support. At the moment Kye Pun seemed confused by Remo’s spoken thought.


“What?” Remo asked, annoyed. Annoyance came easy to him lately. He had spent most of his days in Sinanju annoyed. As time went on, he had only grown increasingly annoyed.


“I do not understand this word ‘yuck,’” Kye Pun said.


“Oh.” Remo nodded. “Yuck,” he repeated slowly. “As in ‘Yuck, this place is a shithole, I want to go home.’”


“Ah,” said Kye Pun. “Home.”


The general looked over his shoulder at the lone house that sat across the bluff on which they stood. It was an eyesore, but of a different kind than the shacks of Sinanju. The big house looked to have been contracted out to a hundred blind architects who had each graduated last in his class. Dozens of architectural styles from countless centuries had been forced together in a clash of rocks, marble, granite and wood that made the sensitive eye ache just looking at it. Sitting on the roof was a gleaming satellite dish. The newly mounted eyesore-on-an-eyesore was aimed up at the heavens.


The building had become Remo’s official residence when he assumed the mantle of Reigning Master.


“There is mud on the path to your home,” Kye Pun said. “Allow your unworthy servant.”


The general began to lie down in the mud to form a human bridge so that Remo’s Italian loafers would remain unsoiled.


At any other time this would have been far too great an indignity for Kye Pun to bear. Not any longer. At least, not for this particular man.


Four months ago, when this young Master of Sinanju had arrived by jet in the capital of Pyongyang, Kye Pun met him at the airport. Kye Pun’s personal bodyguard was present. The bodyguard was a massive, muscled mountain of flesh who could have wrestled a live ox through a meat grinder onehanded. He was assigned to kill the white Master of Sinanju. The young white Master of Sinanju swatted the behemoth bodyguard’s head from his shoulders with a single slap. The head lodged in a jet engine.


After that incident, Kye Pun decided that there was nothing that he would not do to make the white Master of Sinanju happy. If that meant lying on his belly in the mud, he would wallow like a pig in a pen with a song in his heart.


The Korean general had barely gotten to his knees when he felt a strong hand on his shoulder.


“Hey, Sir Walter Dingbat, I’m not talking about that dump,” Remo said, lifting the general from the ground and setting him back to the path. “I meant America.”


Kye Pun felt his breath catch. He could scarcely believe what he was hearing. “You will return to the bourgeois land of the capitalist oppressors?” he sang.


“I prefer to think of it as the good ol’ U.S. of A.,” Remo said thinly.


“Of course,” Kye Pun said quickly. He pumped a clenched hand in the air. “Go, Dallas Cowboys, John Wayne and Mickey Mouse.” He pitched his voice low. “You know, I have always secretly been a great fan of the exploitation of the workers by the power elite,” he confided.


“As a card-carrying Commie, you’d have to be,” Remo said dryly. The sarcasm was lost on the North Korean general.


“How soon will you leave?” Kye Pun asked excitedly. “Do you wish for me to make the travel arrangements? They are still repairing the engine of the Iraqi jet you came in. Shan Duk’s accursed skull caused much damage.” He spit angrily on the ground. “Or I am certain the premier himself will gladly loan you his plane, as he has in the past.”


“Hold your horses,” Remo said. “First, are you absolutely sure we’re all through here?”


The general looked at the clipboard in his gloved hand.


A stack of papers had been snapped to the board. Lines of neat text were written in English for the benefit of the new Reigning Master of Sinanju. Across the top of each page, columns were labeled National Leader, Assassin’s Name, Method/Date of Shipment, Time of Contact/Name of Caller. To the left were lined up the names of countries, one atop another. To the far right were boxes to be checked off when a line was full. All of the boxes on the first page had received a tidy red check mark.


Most of the paperwork had been filled in four months before. The Contact/Caller column and the checks had been slowly filling up as the months wore on.


General Kye Pun licked the tip of his black-gloved thumb as he rattled through the paperwork.


“Yes, yes, ye-es,” he said, nodding as he went. “As I mentioned when I arrived, it appears to be finished. Norway and some of the African nations took a long time to get back to us. But the last was Morocco, and that call came today. That is why I came here. Not that I would not trade my eyes for another glimpse of this, the Pearl of the Orient.”


He waved a hand to grandly encompass the mud pit and decaying shantytown that was Sinanju. At the same moment, the shifting wind brought a fresh gulp of putrescence from the thawing public outhouses.


“Beautiful,” Kye Pun enthused even as he turned to vomit down the side of the bluff.


“Thanks a lot,” Remo groused. “That was the one spot in town that didn’t have something disgusting dripping off it.”


Kye Pun apologized profusely. The general was climbing down, handkerchief in hand to clean off the rocks even as Remo turned on his heel and headed down the path.


Remo’s gait was easy as he headed into the village proper. More a steady glide than a walk. The villagers he passed seemed delighted to see him. They offered reverent bows as he strode through their midst. In Korean, they offered what sounded like words of praise.


“I will never get used to those eyes,” one said, bowing deeply to the new Reigning Master.


“Yes, they are homely things,” agreed another. “Still, they are better than that ghost-belly white skin.”


Remo—who was fluent in Korean—pretended he didn’t understand a word they were saying.


It was a little game he had been playing to pass the time. He had come to Sinanju many times over the past few decades. While there, some had heard him speak Korean. This visit, he wondered how easy it would be to convince the populace that he had only ever spoken words and phrases by rote, and that he didn’t understand the language at all.


He was stunned to find the people of Sinanju were even dumber than they were lazy. A few helpless shrugs and loud “whats?” during conversations, and all of them were convinced he couldn’t speak a word of their language.


Through feigned ignorance he was finding that he was having to knock the bottom out of his already low opinion of the ungrateful inhabitants of Sinanju.


“Woe are we to live in this time,” a man said. “To have the greatness of Sinanju squandered on this white.”


“Yes,” lamented a decrepit old woman as Remo passed out of the square. “If that is our future, it almost makes me wish the old one was back as Reigning Master.”


These last words stung Remo.


Not for himself. He could take whatever barbs the people of Sinanju hurled at him. His troubled thoughts were of another.


He had come to Sinanju four months previous as part of the Sinanju Time of Succession, the final rite of passage before his ascension to full Reigning Master. And now that it was finally time to leave, he was afraid he would be going alone.


He followed the path to where it veered away from the shore. The hills rose above the West Korea Bay.


A pair of tall rocks in the shape of curving horns framed the sparkling water. Climbing past the artificial rock formation, Remo found himself on a wide plateau.


The mouth of a deep cave yawned wide at the back of the hilltop. A wizened figure fussed near the opening.


The old man’s skin was like leather left to bleach in the desert sun for a hundred years. It was as delicate as rice paper, pulled taut over an egg-shaped scalp. Above each shell-like ear, soft tufts of yellow-white hair danced in the breeze. A thread of beard touched his sharp chin.


Chiun, former Reigning Master of the House of Sinanju, wore a striking kelly-green kimono. Across the back, mirror-image dragons of bright red reared, their embroidered tails extending down the billowing sleeves. The piping at the neck and hems was spun gold. The robe’s colors made the old man look like an ancient Christmas present, forgotten and left unopened for more than a century.


The kimono danced around the elderly Korean’s ankles as he breezed around the cave’s entrance. He fussed at the tiny copse of three trees that grew at the mouth of the cave.


Near the old man, a peculiar little animal stood on stumpy legs. It was no more than three feet tall, with a long body that looked like a blend of cow and camel. The sad-eyed creature chewed languidly on a pile of straw.


As Remo approached, Chiun’s face remained bland. He didn’t lift his head from his work.


“And to what do I owe this honor, that the Reigning Master would deign to visit this lowly villager?”


“Ha, ha,” Remo said. “That’s almost as funny as it was last night at supper, not to mention the thousand times before that.”


With fingernails like curving daggers, Chiun snipped a dead branch from the hearty pine tree at which he worked.


“If my mean utterances do somehow bring offense to the delicate ears of the Reigning Master, I beg his forgiveness,” he intoned seriously. “Now, if the most gracious and honored Reigning Master would kindly move his giant clubbed white feet, his servant would be most grateful.”


Frowning, Remo moved and Chiun slipped by, humming happily to himself as he went.


“You know, if your attitude fell somewhere between the sarcastic ass-kissing and the full-out insults, that’d be okay with me.”


Chiun paused in clipping another dead branch. The old man cast a dull eye on the Master who had succeeded him.


Remo sighed. “Just a thought,” he said.


“Our new Reigning Master is truly compassionate. How kind of you to postpone this new flirtation with thinking until spring. It would have been cruel to force the mice who lodge in your brain out into the snow.”


“Yeah, I’m in real tight with the North Korean SPCA,” Remo said dryly. “Speaking of animals, are you sure it’s safe to drag that thing around with you?” He aimed his chin at the strange creature near the cave.


The old man glanced at the sad-eyed animal.


“I appreciate the company,” Chiun replied. “It is an improvement over what I am used to.”


“I’ll buy you a dog,” Remo said. “That thing was built out of genetically engineered spare parts by a certifiable psycho. It’s probably hatching diseases that don’t even have names yet. Plus it’s ugly as all hell.”


“Do not say such things about Remo,” Chiun scolded.


Remo frowned. “And that’s another thing. I don’t appreciate you giving it my name.”


“I meant no disrespect,” Chiun replied. “I only wished to honor our village’s newest Reigning Master.”


When he looked up at his former pupil, Remo noted the old man’s eyes. He had been doing that a lot lately.


Chiun’s hazel eyes had always been much younger than his years. For a time there had been a growing weariness in them. Remo hadn’t even noticed until the weariness was gone. It had disappeared four months before. Of late, there seemed a spark of renewed vigor in his teacher’s eyes.


It was a thing Remo was not allowed to mention. During the Time of Succession, Remo and Chiun had been separated. While Remo was elsewhere in the world, Chiun had come back to Sinanju alone.


Something had happened to his teacher while they were apart. Something had restored the old man’s fresh, youthful outlook. But whatever it was, Chiun was not yet ready to share. Remo had asked a few times.


“When I understand,” was all Chiun would say, his voice mysterious. And that ended discussion on the subject.


Remo was understandably curious, but he respected his teacher’s privacy. As the old man pruned the trees, Remo wondered again what had happened with Chiun. He had the distinct impression it was something big.


Chiun seemed to sense his pupil’s unspoken thought.


Papery lips puckered as he worked his way around the far side of the pine. “How do you feel?” Chiun asked, preemptively changing the subject.


“Not sprouting any extra arms or eyes, if that’s what you mean,” Remo said. “I’m one hundred percent me.”


“You say that like it is a good thing,” Chiun said.


“From where I was four months ago, you better believe it is. Don’t get me wrong. It was good those couple of days. You know, to see. That’s still with me. But as for being something other than Remo Williams, not anymore.”


Briefly during his Time of Succession ordeal, Remo had been given a glimpse of something larger than himself. For years Chiun had maintained that his pupil was the fulfillment of an ancient Sinanju prophecy. The old man claimed that Remo was the avatar of Shiva, the Hindu god of destruction. There had been moments in Remo’s life that appeared to confirm this. Whenever some strange occurrence during their association arose to bolster Chiun’s claim, Remo turned a blind eye. For years it was the eight-hundred-pound gorilla sitting in the corner of his life that he studiously ignored.


There was a reason why he chose to ignore it. In his secret heart, Remo was afraid. Afraid that if it were true, that if some ancient force dwelled within him, his own days as an individual were numbered. For if he was merely a vessel, Shiva was simply awaiting the day to spring forth and consume him utterly. And when that day finally came, the god would win and there would be no more of Remo Williams.


It was a fear he had lived with for as long as he had quietly believed the truth of Chiun’s words. All that was different now. For a little while, Remo had seen what his future would be.


It was impossible to put into words. He had tried to explain it to Chiun several times. It was a feeling of… completeness like he had never before experienced. The world and everything in it—including Remo Williams—finally made sense. When Remo had told Chiun this last part, the old man strongly disputed the possibility that Remo could ever make sense. Remo had dropped the matter.
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