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Chapter 1


One day you’re a young man and the next day you’re old. One day your eyes are sharp enough to make out Cloudcroft, better than fifty miles to the northwest, and the next day it’s just another blur on the horizon. One day you’re strong enough to walk to Cloudcroft for a sack of beer, and the next day you’re tuckered out just from shuffling down to the latrine pit.


One day you’ve got your sanity. Next day, well… Bo Janks expected his eyes to go bad and he knew his legs would get tired, but somehow he never expected his mind to give up on him. Not that he relied on it all that much, anyway. Not that he had to think through any new problems. Bo Janks was living the exact same life today as he’d lived thirty years, forty years back. What was there for him to think about? But he did need his old brain to show him what was real and what wasn’t, and for the first time ever it wasn’t pulling its weight in that regard.


It started on April 15, Bo recalled, the day that Mel came out to fill the water tanks and wouldn’t you know it, the rain came that same night. Bo was at home, drinking his one nightly beer and watching the rain from the porch, when his mind betrayed him.


“What is that?” he asked. Bo talked to himself all the time. That didn’t make him crazy, did it?


“I know what that is, don’t I?” Bo remarked a minute later, and by this time he was so intrigued he got up, knees creaking, and walked out into the rain with his thumb over the top of the beer bottle to keep it from getting diluted. He followed the thing, only to become disoriented when he came near enough to recognize what it was. What he recognized couldn’t be real, so he had to be hallucinating. Bo fell over, knocked his head and he spilled his beer.


When he came to his senses again it was morning. Bo Janks found himself looking up at an Air Force man.


“You okay, there, old-timer?”


Bo got to his feet with the help of the Air Force man, who had more than a few uniform decorations. “You gave me a scare when I saw you stretched out like that,” the officer said.


Bo looked around to find he was in the scrub only a hundred paces from his place. His head hurt like hell and he saw the rock he had banged it on. There was a little blood on it.


“I should get you to a doctor.”


‘Tm all right,” Bo said, but he didn’t feel all right He felt as though his life was over. Once your mind goes bad, that was all she wrote.


“Maybe you ought to go easy on the Budweiser,” the officer suggested.


Bo picked up the bottle, showed the officer the dregs. “You’ll find five unopened bottles in the cooler at my place and not another empty bottle around. I ain’t a man who drinks to excess.”


The Air Force man nodded. “Okay. What, were you taking a premature dirt nap, then, old-timer?”


Bo saw no reason to kid himself or this stranger. Bo was a straight shooter, always. “I was seein’ things. Chasing my past in the desert.”


“Chasing your past?”


“Something walked right out of my past and by my place and then into the desert. I saw it plain as day.”


“Somebody you knew once?” the Air Force man asked.


“Not a somebody. A something.”


The Air Force man looked at his black sedan, parked up by Bo’s place, and he looked around the sandy desert, and then his eyes sort of just wandered on back to Bo. “You saw a thing that walked?”


“It warn’t real.”


“What did you mean when you said you know what it was, old-timer?”


“I know it because I’ve seen it before.”


“Well, then? What was it, anyway?”


Bo Janks looked out into the desert himself, mind going back to what he’d seen the previous night, and then going back to when he’d seen it before. Out loud, to the stranger from the Air Force and to God and to the world, but mostly to himself, he said it as if he was making a confession, “It was Ironhand.”


Ironhand. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, but he hadn’t even thought that name in forty years.


Where had his daddy’s old books gone to anyway? Probably sold off with the rest of his daddy’s belongings. When Bo’s daddy died, Bo’s sister couldn’t erase his memory fast enough. She sold or trashed everything in the house, then sold the house, and she sent half the money that was left over to Bo. The check in the mail was how Bo found out his daddy died.


Daddy used to have some books that Bo read when he was twelve years old. Those books were old already. The ones with covers, and there weren’t many, showed grimy old drawings of what Bo saw in the desert on that night.


“What’s that mean, Ironhand?” the stranger from the Air Force asked.


Bo got suspicious then. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but who are you anyway, and why’d you come to my place?”


The Air Force man smiled. “We lost a missile. I came by to see if maybe you spotted it.”


They lost a missile that went maybe a thousand miles per hour and what Bo saw was a thing that walked no faster than a man.


“A missile?” He laughed.


Bo drank two beers that night, just as if it were Christmas or the Fourth of July. Drowning his sorrows.


He started chuckling again when he thought of the Air Force man. “A missile!”


After the Air Force man left. Bo looked around, hoping against hope to find some evidence that what he saw in the night had left a mark of itself, but there was nothing. Course not. It wasn’t real. Ironhand didn’t exist.


Once there was an Ironhand. Bo’s daddy saw it at the World’s Fair in St. Louis. He told Bo about it time and time again. That World’s Fair was more than a hundred years ago, and Ironhand must be long gone now.


“Don’t look for excuses for your old brain. Bo. It’s just worn down. Face it, Bo, you’re losing it.”


It was a hard pill to swallow. If his mind went, he couldn’t live alone anymore. He would have to go to town, check himself into the home for old geezers, and that was unthinkable. He had lived in the desert for thirty years, independent and happy enough, and he couldn’t change his life now. When a man was eighty-nine years old, he was too old to change. So what options did that leave him?


Next day, more strangers from the Air Force came by, and they weren’t as friendly. They wanted Bo to talk about what he’d seen, and they accused him of being a drunkard. Bo asked them to leave politely, then got on the phone to the sheriff, and that convinced the Air Force men to leave Bo’s land.


But the visit got Bo thinking. Not that he could trust his thinking, but it seemed odd, all this attention from the U.S. Air Force. There had been stray missiles from White Sands before, and Bo had talked to the Air Force men before. They never sent men on the first day, with all the decorations. They never came back for a second visit. They never sent the goon squad.


What did it mean?


He spent all the following day in the desert, searching the ground for any sign left by the thing that his mind had made him see.


“Dam fool!” He was home at dusk, a whole day wasted, his neck sore from bending so much.


Then the next day he got up and he looked some more.


On the third day, he found something strange. It was a flake of heavy, corroded iron, small as a fingernail, lying atop the sands where nothing made of iron ought to be. Bo held it in his shaking hands. He looked at the ground again and noticed how the sand sunk down in a way that wasn’t right.


That night, Bo drank three beers and woke up sick. He heard pounding and it took a long time to figure out there was somebody outside his place. It was more Air Force. They were nicer this time, but they kept talking and talking and all Bo wanted to do was to lie down and sleep or maybe just lie down and die.


But when they left at noon he got his shovel and he went to the place where the iron chip had been sitting on top of the sands, and he started to dig.


The rain started coming down. The day got dark, and by the time of the real dusk. Bo was exhausted, his old arms on fire and his head pounding. He was too old for this.


But he had to know. Bo kept digging, the powdery sand piling up on either side. He kept thinking the sand was too loose, as if something had been digging here recently, when it should be hard as sandstone.


His shovel hit something metal under the sand, and Bo scrambled out of his newly dug hole in a panic, He stared down there, terribly afraid. Whatever metal object he hit, it was still under the sand.


“Bo, you really ought to go down there and get your shovel,” he told himself.


Then a lightning bolt struck not a mile away and Bo came to his senses. “Damn fool! Don’t you have enough sense to come in out of the rain?”


He began heading back to his place, turned around once, and saw the lightning get closer. He saw—he thought he saw—something moving around by his newly dug hole.


Bo moved as fast as his old legs could go, and he was too afraid to look back again until he got to his place. He tried to get his breath, standing on the tiny porch and holding the wall, watching the desert.


The lightning struck nearby and the crack seemed to rip the air apart. The brilliance lasted long enough for Bo to see that the desert was good and empty.


“Damn fool!” Bo gasped.


Body pumping with adrenaline, he knew sleep wouldn’t be easy. He decided to write a letter to his dad. He did that, every twenty years or so, as a way of helping him think through a crisis. This time it seemed especially appropriate, because who else in the world would know a thing about it except his dad?


Writing was hard, because he didn’t do it much and his hand bones hurt just awful, but he got most of it down, in pencil, on the back of some old phone bills.


When he woke up he was lying on the table, the letter under his head. The lightning had stopped.


Bo Janks wasn’t an educated man, but he knew something about electricity. He knew that a thing made out of metal ought not to be walking around in a desert in a storm. Now the storm had passed on. If there was something in the hole he’d dug, if it were made of metal, then it wouldn’t come out when the lightning was striking. It would wait until the night was peaceful again, like now. Bo got to his feet, slipped on his boots and walked out of his place. The desert smelled fresh and clean, as if God just gave it a good scrubbing. The clouds were almost gone, the moon and stars were bright and Bo could see the desert as clear as in daytime.


There was something in the desert, walking toward Bo’s place.


“Ironhand,” Bo Janks said. “You really here? Or am I just a dam, senile old fool?”


He got no answer, so he sat himself down on his stoop and just watched. The hallucination came close enough to touch him with its moon shadow.


‘I wish you was here, Daddy. You’d want to see a sight like this, that’s for sure.”


Those were Bo Janks’s last words, to himself, to his daddy or to anybody.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he was looking at the most beautiful woman in the world.


Her eyes had the sparkle of youth and the depth of an ageless soul, while her golden hair made the sun want to hide for shame. Moving with less noise than the shimmers of heat coming off the desert, she crept across dried patches of vegetation in a wilderness naked of cover, but she remained unseen by her prey. The beautiful woman hunted, but the hunt was a mission of mercy.


Remo watched from a cliff. He was hundreds of yards away, but her grace was unmistakable. Alongside this young woman the bobcat and the snake were clumsy and incompetent. The coyote she stalked was no more aware of her than he was aware of the generations of the ancestor spirits that hunted with her and smiled upon her.


When she grabbed the coyote by the scruff of the neck, it made an almost human sound of surprise and kicked at the air wildly.


The most beautiful woman in the world held the coyote by one hand and let it kick, gently tamping in the earth with her foot around the rabbit burrow it had been digging in. She looked up to the top of the cliff and gave Remo a smile, such a smile as the earth was not worthy of beholding. Sure as shooting, Remo Williams wasn’t worthy of it, but the smile was for him


“Told you I could get him, Daddy,” said the most beautiful woman in the world, Freya, daughter of Jilda of Lakluun and Remo Williams.


“I didn’t doubt you for a second, sweetheart,” he said.


Only after he said it did Remo realize that Freya spoke in a normal tone of voice and he answered in a normal tone of voice. It was no surprise, that he had heard her clearly, but she should not have been able to hear him. The senses he possessed came of years of training in the art of Sinanju, the sun source of all martial arts. All other martial were just splinters and fragments of the greatness that was Sinanju. So much of the great abilities of Sinanju came from magnifying the senses beyond that of other human beings, to levels that modem science would have called impossible.


So how had Freya learned to hear like that? And how had she learned to breathe? Because, by all the gods in heaven and on earth, the girl could breathe like a—well, like a Master.


The one who taught the girl much of her breathing skill was walking to the top of the cliff. Remo didn’t hear him. Just an old Native American with the dark, lined face that came from a life outside in the sun, as well as from genetics. He wore expensive but old, scuffed cowboy boots and he didn’t pay much attention about where he put them down, one foot after the other, but somehow he managed to make no sound.


“Howdy.”


Remo wasn’t alarmed. “Hiya, Sunny Joe. I was on my way to visit and spotted Freya from the road.”


Sunny Joe Roam chuckled. “Girl’s tryin’ to reform ’em.”


“Reform who?” Remo couldn’t tear his eyes away from her.


“The coyotes. Ever hear of such a thing?”


“Uh-uh.”


“The heck of it is, she’s doing it. Watch.”


The young woman knelt by the burrow and her arm shot inside. She came out with a desert hare, a scrawny gray creature with ridiculous ears. It gave a few hopeless kicks. She put the rabbit on the ground and stepped on it, pinning it to the earth without crushing it, but she wasn’t so gentle with the coyote. She flattened it next to the rabbit and, despite its struggles to get free, it made a greedy snap at the rabbit. The young woman pinched the thickest part of its upper leg.


The coyote went rigid and a tiny sound leaked out of it like the pitiful howl of the damned in hell.


The woman stopped pinching and the coyote snapped at the rabbit again. The nerve pinch was reapplied, harder this time. The coyote was rigid with agony.


When the pinch was removed, the coyote wanted nothing to do with the rabbit, but the young woman wished to make her point and make it stick. Holding the canine by the scruff of the neck, she dragged it to the rabbit, forced it to smell the little rodent and then pinched it again.


It must have been a very effective pinch, because the whimpers that came out of the coyote were almost words. Then the coyote was free.


As it stood shakily, the young woman gently lifted the rabbit and offered it to the coyote. With a yipe it ran off so fast it almost left a coyote-shaped dust cloud.


“Thanks, Bugs,” the young woman told the rabbit as she set it down at the entrance to its burrow. “Let me know if those beasts come bothering you again.” Sunny Joe Roam chuckled in his old, dry throat. “Want to bet that coyote just swore off hare for all time?”


Remo Williams beamed with pride. “She’s a miracle.”


“Best tracker the Sun On Jo have seen since my grandfather’s days,” Sunny Joe agreed. “You should see her track rattlers with her bare hands.”


“He did, last time he visited,” Freya said as she approached the cliff bottom. “I thought he was going to have a heart attack.”


“You should see her hunt prairie dogs,” Sunny Joe said, not without pride himself. “Rattlers are easy compared to prairie dogs.”


“You should see me hunt wolves,” Freya said. Remo Williams, who was still smiling all this time, stopped.


His name was Winston, but what kind of a loser name was Winston? When you thought of “Winston” you thought of cigarettes or a gray old man in a suit and tie who lived his entire life in an office. Winston had once adopted a nickname, a true warrior’s name, but hadn’t quite lived up to it Now they just called him Winner. You could do a lot worse than Winner.


Winner Smith had lived through his share of troubles. He’d grown up too fast, but didn’t necessarily feel grown up even now.


The way he saw it, his life started for real on the day he came here, to the Sun On Jo reservation near Yuma, Arizona. The mess that came before, much of it of his own making, faded like a dream. Here, with the people who were his people, he somehow fit in. He learned to be at peace with the world without giving in to it.


Not long after arriving, his new life became more complete with the appearance of the sister he never knew he had. Freya was, then and now, a pain-in-the-ass brat. He couldn’t have loved her more.


Lately she’d been stirring up more trouble, and when Winner Smith saw what was coming into the village about midmorning he assumed the trouble was just beginning.


“Would you just please tell me what’s wrong?” Freya demanded.


“I want to see it first,” said Remo Williams, who had a strange look in his eyes. Winner had seen the look before, before he’d come to the rez. It was the look of— he didn’t want to even go there.


They were walking fast across the village, straight to the pit, drawing the attention of the meager population of Sun On Jos from their homes and hogans.


“First tell me why!” Freya insisted.


“First I see.”


“No!” She grabbed him by the arm and made herself a boulder. It should have brought Remo to a halt. She’d pulled that move on Winner and it felt like having your arm in a vise of iron spikes.


It didn’t work on the man who was their father. Remo did something with his arm, something speedy but gentle, and all at once Freya was off the ground, spun around and held against him with one strong arm around her waist. Kind of like she does to the coyotes, Winner thought happily.


“Let go!” She dug her fingers into Remo’s arm. Remo stopped at the entrance to the pit where a loosely woven mat covered the hole in the earth. “Freya,” he said, “that hurts.”


“Oh.” Freya was shocked to see her fingers bloodied. There were punctures up and down the arm that was clamped immovably around her middle. “I’m sorry.” Remo toed the woven mat away from the entrance of the pit, allowing the morning sun to shine inside. He could see the shape huddled against the wall, alert and waiting. He placed his daughter on her feet, then stepped into the entrance and dropped to the earth, fifteen feet below, as easily as a man stepping off a curb. His eyes adjusted from bright sun to the dim haze, and Remo was eye to eye with the wolf.


The wolf cocked its head, appraising him, then raised its snout and sniffed at the air. At that moment Freya clambered through the entrance, hanging for a moment from the wooden beams reinforcing the roof, then dropped to the floor with a thud. She brushed dirt from the knees of her jeans and regarded them, the wolf, then Remo, and there was something wild and stubborn in her eyes.


“Young lady,” Remo said, “you’ve got some explaining to do.”


‘T heard you talking about the wolves the last time you were here. Remember?”


Remo had been on the rez a few months back, when he got a call from Upstairs. They had been watching for signs of the wolves for weeks, months. A series of savage attacks formed a trail that led onto the Fort Bliss Military Reservation in the New Mexico desert. There, in a ghost town that had once thrived on Sacramento Mountains silver, Remo had found evidence of the wolves.


Wolves weren’t normally the prey he sought, but there was nothing normal about these wolves.


“I didn’t talk about the wolves when I was here.”


“You were on the phone with Prince Junior,” Freya explained.


“How do you know Prince Junior?”


“I don’t.” She shrugged. “I just know you called him Prince Junior. He was the one who told you where to go get the wolves. Then the other one, Smitty, he gave you the cover to get into the exercises going on at Bliss. Later, Sunny Joe said you wouldn’t be coming back like you thought you would.”


“You were listening in on my phone calls?”


“When I’m standing right there in the same room it’s kind of hard not hear what you loudmouths are saying.”


Remo shook his head. “The dots still aren’t connecting, sweetheart.”


“I drove out to see about the wolves, that’s all. I found this one in the desert about ten miles outside the ghost town. He was with a dead one. This one had half his flank tom off, but I managed to stabilize him and get him home.”


Remo Williams was about as shocked as he had ever been, and there were so many things shocking him he couldn’t sort through them all. Freya had overheard his phone call from halfway across the room, which was surprising, yes. She had gone hunting, for dangerous animals. She had penetrated the security of a U.S. military reservation. She had taken the dying creature and escaped the military without being apprehended, then nursed this beast back to health. Every fact demanded a why and/or a how.


The wolf was indeed healthy now. It walked easily across the pit with only a slight limp and thrust its muzzle underneath the small, delicate hand of Freya.


It gave a small start when Remo silently came alongside to examine the beast.


“It’s small,” he said. That was a good sign.


He had to be sure. He took the animal’s head in his hands, held on to it and looked into its eyes. The animal panicked when it couldn’t break the hold, but Freya stroked it, spoke to it, as Remo searched the glassy orbs. He didn’t know what he was looking for, really, but when he let go of the wolf’s head he was sure he hadn’t found it.


“It’s just a wolf.”


Freya didn’t question that strangely obvious statement. She explained, “Its pack was wiped out by a rival wolf pack. This one only survived because it was small enough to slip through the rocks into a crevasse. It was starved when I found it. The other pack was long gone, but it was too afraid to come out of the rocks:”


“What about the other pack? You didn’t track them, did you?”


“I tried. The trail was cold and I lost it.”


Remo looked at the creature. “I didn’t know there were wolves still living in the desert.”


Freya’s eyes lowered. “Nobody did, and they really are gone now, I think,” she said. “She’s mute. I bet her entire pack was. It must have been just enough of an edge to keep them from being hunted. This might have been the last free pack of Mexican Gray Wolves in the Southwestern U.S. They were lucky and clever enough to stay hidden from man for decades. For generations. But now man’s finally found them and wiped them out.”


Remo considered what Freya had just said as he climbed out of the pit and as he ate his dinner, and when he lay down to sleep on his mat in Sunny Joe’s home.


Freya was intuitive. Remo never told her anything about the nature of the wolves that he was hunting, so how had she come to her conclusion that the pack of wolves that wounded her pet were “man”? How had she dared to go out in search of them?


What kind of a woman was Freya, anyway?




Chapter 3


James Sharma knew death. He’d seen death and delivered death, sometimes with a pen stroke, sometimes with his own bare fingers. He always thought he would recognize death when it came for him.


Three minutes before he died, Sharma was smoking a cigarette and standing at the window of his room. The cigarette smelled despicable, but it masked the stench of the city of Casablanca. Forget every preconception you had ever gotten from certain movies; Casablanca, in reality, was a hot, ugly outhouse of a city.


But some of the world’s biggest business deals were conducted here. Maybe one would go down within the hour. Sharma wanted to be in on it He had a suitcase full of U.S. currency tucked under his flimsy, lumpy mattress.


Two minutes before he died, Sharma took a call on his mobile phone. He spoke briefly in Langley-approved code words. The CIA had specific ways of delivering messages. He essentially told the operative that he was sitting on his ass waiting to hear from his contact.


One minute before he died, James Sharma spotted the biggest, ugliest centipede he’d ever seen, and it was scuttling around the floor of his hotel room. He tried to stomp it, but it shot under the mattress.


Yech, Sharma thought. Maybe that’s what all the lumps were in that bed. Bugs.


The centipede emerged from the other side of the bed and started up the wall. Sharma watched it as he reached for his vibrating phone.


“Our lookout says the store is open,” said his CIA mission coordinator.


“Shit!” Sharma said. “Why’d they open without telling me?”


“You tell me. We thought you were one of their preferred shoppers. Is it too late to get in on the fire sale?”


“I don’t know! I’ll call you.” Sharma disconnected and hit the number to dial his merchant contact. What had gone wrong? He was supposed to be one of the bidders! They knew he was CIA and they didn’t care— why should they? He had cash and he had a lot of it.


“Faizel?” he barked into the mobile phone. “You there?”


Faizel seemed unusually pleased to hear from him. “How are you, Jim?”


“Pissed off! What’s the problem? Why’m I being shut out of the bidding?”


“Because you’re dead, Jim,” Faizel said happily.


Eight seconds before he died, Central Intelligence Agency Field Agent Jim Sharma felt something drop on top of him. He knew it was the centipede, and then his mind registered the fact that it was very heavy. As his phone clattered on the floor and the centipede tightened around his neck, Sharma felt the cool touch of metal.


Some kind of a robot centipede? Didn’t make sense. The thing wouldn’t have the strength to strangle him, would it? He grabbed it and heard at that instant the high-pitched vibration of tiny spinning motors inside the centipede. His fingers were sliced to hamburger. He yelped and snatched his hands away, then realized his big mistake.


The thin tungsten centipede legs were unbelievably strong and micromachined to be razor-sharp. As they wiggled, they slid into Sharma’s flesh like hot knives into warm butter.


One second before he died, Jim Sharma felt his sweaty shirt become drenched in blood, and it smelled worse than the raw sewage on the streets of Casablanca.




Chapter 4


“It’s amazing.” The young man shook his head.


“It’s ludicrous,” added the elderly man with the gray complexion. “We have mobile phones smaller than a pack of playing cards and yet this organization can’t stay in touch with its enforcement arm.”


“It’s not a matter of technology. Dr. Smith,” Mark Howard said. “You could put a microchip in his skull and he’d still find a way to disable it.”


“I know,” sighed Harold W. Smith, the elderly director of the Folcroft Sanitarium in Rye, New York, as well as director of CURE, the supersecret organization for which Folcroft provided a front..


CURE was tiny in terms of its personnel, which numbered exactly four. Prior to the most recent major staff expansion, when Mark Howard was added to the payroll a few years previously, there had only been three official employees of CURE. Still, the scope of the organization’s activities had always been substantial. The impact CURE had on global events was incalculable.


The problem at the moment was not a new one. For years management, which consisted of Dr. Smith and Assistant Director Mark Howard, tried to set up a system for communications with its enforcement arm. The enforcement arm didn’t, couldn’t, wouldn’t cooperate.


“Why is it too much to ask him to carry a cellular phone?” Dr. Smith complained. “We could have it programmed to connect directly with our offices. All he would have to do is open it up.”


“He says they get ruined during the course of his field activities,” Howard added.


“We pay for his shoes by the gross, why not mobile phones?” Dr. Smith snapped. “What’s the situation with the CIA buyer?”


“He’s still waiting for a contact.”


“Sitting in a hotel room getting nowhere.”


“That’s about the size of it.”


Smith glared at the top of his desk, beneath which was hidden his new, enlarged flat-screen display. The brilliant, high-resolution images had been an unexpected quality-of-life improvement for Smith. The new image reduced the tension that Smith hadn’t even known he was experiencing when he viewed his old display. That didn’t make it any easier to see what he was seeing now.


“This is a failure. This should not be happening.” Dr. Smith spoke with subdued anger; this was not his usual sour disposition. “Remo could be at the buyers’ market right now, getting the answers, finding the stolen units, getting control of the situation. Instead our fate rests in the hands of one CIA operative who may or may not have a chance of even placing a bid.”


“We could send the Yuma police to find Remo,” Howard suggested.


“Remo would ignore them as he’s ignored our other messages,” Smith said dismissively. “When was our last call to Mr. Roam?”


“Four hours,” Howard answered, glancing at his watch.


“Intolerable.” Smith turned and looked out his window, where the waves of Long Island Sound crashed against the shore. He turned back. “Please get an update from the CIA while I try calling Mr. Roam myself.” Dr. Smith felt foolish as he rang the line of a mobile phone somewhere in southern Arizona. It picked up on the fourth ring.


“Hello?” The man sounded curious, and he sounded familiar.


“Hello, Mr. Roam?”


“You want Sunny Joe?”


“Yes, please, this is extremely urgent.”


“Uh-huh. Hold on.” The voice called out to someone else. “It’s Dr. Smith-for-brains. Where’s Sunny Joe?”


Smith felt cold numbness grip his hands. Who was this? Why had Remo revealed Smith’s name to him? A young woman answered, “Riding the lines.”


“He’s out checking fences,” said the young man on the line. “Call back tomorrow.”


Smith said, “Mr. Roam went out to check the fences and he did not take his mobile phone with him?”


“Yes.”


“That seems unlikely.”


“Oh, you think I’m lying? You’ve got some nerve calling me a liar after what you’ve done.”


“Who is this?”


“Hanging up now, Smith-for-brains.”


“Wait! I’m looking for another man by the name of Remo. It’s possible he’s a guest of Mr. Roam’s.”


“No duh, Smitty.”


Smith breathed deeply and asked, “May I speak to Remo, please?”


“Doubt it.” The young man lowered the phone and announced, “It’s Dr. Strangehate from the loony bin. You home?” Then the young man said, “He says he’s not home right now.”


“I must speak to him—it’s extremely urgent,” Dr. Smith said sternly.


“Go to hell, asshole.”


Smith seethed and dialed again. It rang once. “I’m sorry,” said the young man when he answered again, “but the mobile phone you have called has been flushed into the septic system. Please try your call again never.” The speaker filled with an intense flushing sound, then the strange acoustical muffling that came of being under water. The phone functioned for an amazing four seconds before the electronics shorted and Smith was left listening to silence.


Mark Howard entered.


“Bad news.”


Smith said nothing.


“The CIA buyer was made. They murdered him in his hotel room. The Company watchers think the buy went down about the same time he was getting his throat hacked.”


Dr. Smith nodded stiffly, then said. “Mark, you will please go to Arizona at once.”




Chapter 5


Nightmares are usually the stuff of fantasy, conjured to help the subconscious face its fears. In nightmares, one can live through the worst possible events and it makes the trials of real life seem less awful.


But Remo Williams was dreaming of the past, of events that had actually happened, and it was worse than anything his mind could have imagined.


First came the horror of Kali. Kali confronting them. Kali, the Devourer, alive inside the body of Jilda, mother of Freya.


Almost as soon as he saw her confronting him, Remo saw her dead, killed by an Asian man so small, so old, he looked too feeble to brush a spider from the kitchen table. Horror and self-condemnation dawned on the face of the little Asian man as he realized who he had just killed.


Then came the horror of Kali, the Devourer, alive inside the body of Freya herself. Remo’s daughter. His little girl.


“Red One, remember me,” his little girl said to him in the voice of something ageless and evil.


Then came the collapse of brick and stone, and the hours of digging in the rubble, the flash of golden hair. He extracted her little body from the ruin, a limp thing that wasn’t dead—Remo would not let her be dead. Almost through his own force of will he breathed life back into her.


So it was a dream that ended well enough, as in reality. Freya survived, and she still lived, but in his dream there was a nameless dread.


The dream shifted abruptly. Now there were no great events. No four-armed inhuman beings, no speaking gods. There was just Remo and a friendly woman, who was not an enemy, in a narrow room. Somehow every item in the room clashed in color and design with every other item in the room.


The woman was a seer, and when she started laying out her cards, it looked like a bad late-night television commercial for phone-in psychics, but this woman was one of the few who could truly see.


This was when the dream became, once again, a nightmare.


“I see you,” said the seeress. “I see your fathers and your daughters and your sons, battling one another…”


“I have one son. I have one daughter. That’s all.” Remo was trying to convince himself more than the seeress.


“I did not say soon,” the seeress reminded him. “I did not say when….”


“When,” breathed the Sonoran Desert as he awoke. It was after two in the morning and the village of Sun On Jo was silent. Remo counted the steady heartbeats in the house and felt reassured. He stood at the window and watched the desert, feeling sorry for himself.


He came to Sun On Jo more often now and found it a place where he felt peace and a sense of belonging, but this time there was foreboding. He felt like a fisherman standing on the rail on a perfectly calm sea, with no sign of heavy weather in any direction, but knowing a killer storm was moving in. The weather reports wouldn’t tell him how soon or from which direction the storm would come.


He didn’t know how to steer around it.


He heard a slight snuff from the pit where Freya’s wolf was having its own nightmares, or maybe it was hunting in its sleep. Better not be hunting, Remo thought with a wry smile. Freya didn’t approve of hunting animals for food, even by natural carnivores. She didn’t eat meat and she had poor Sunny Joe packing in more vegetables than he ever ate in all his life. Remo had heard some Sun On Jos complaining that Freya was again stealing ammunition so they couldn’t go out after game.


Freya, Remo decided happily, simply did not have a killer instinct.


As if that revelation wasn’t enough, Remo had another. Without even being aware of it, he’d been evaluating Freya as a potential heir.


Freya, his heir? His trainee? Freya, an assassin?


“What was I thinking?”


Freya embracing the dangerous, bloody existence that was the life of a Sinanju Master? Freya, placed in harm’s way, by her own father? Remo could never do such a thing.


“Well?”


Remo wasn’t alone. It was the man himself, Sunny Joe, who was Remo’s own biological father, who had placed Remo on the doorstep of an orphanage in New Jersey so many years ago. This was also the man who had become the father to Remo’s children, taking them in when they were in distress and in need of the comfort and care of a true home.


“Didn’t mean to wake you,” Remo said, turning away from the desert.


“Why were you breathing so loud, then?” Sunny Joe gave Remo a tight smile that said it was a joke— they both knew Remo was probably the most skilled inhaler/exhaler on the planet. “Let’s go,” Joe said, “before you huff and puff and wake the whole town.”


Sunny Joe Roam had once been a famous movie star, more or less. Using the professional name William S. Roam he appeared in cinematic gems like Muck Man. He even starred in the Muck Man sequels, but those were uninspired efforts that lacked the passion of the original. Roam’s most important role was as the symbolic leader of the village, the Sunny Joe.


They were out in the desert, walking on the rocky earth under the brilliance of the stars, and in the sandy places they left no footprints.


“You were thinking about Freya, but I guess I’m still not so sure what you meant when you said, ‘What was I thinking?’”


Remo felt the night around him, and he felt comfortable in it. Sun On Jo wasn’t a rich place, but it was beautiful. What some saw as a stark wasteland, Remo saw as a magnificent landscape of nature, active and vibrant. He felt at home here. He felt unpressured being here, and unpressured by Sunny Joe. The question was a probing, sensitive one, but Joe wouldn’t be offended if Remo never answered it. Joe—unlike some fathers Remo could mention—wasn’t the harping, nagging, complaining type.


“I’m supposed to take an heir,” Remo said, without really meaning to.


“This I know.”


Remo wondered how much Sunny Joe did know about him, about Sinanju traditions. The Native American tribe was descended from Sinanju, from one of the twin brothers who were Sinanju Masters centuries ago. Two Masters was a violation of tradition, so one twin, Kojong, left behind his village on the rocky coast of Korea and vanished. His fate was unknown in Sinanju until discovered by Remo and Remo’s adopted father, Chiun, Master of Sinanju Emeritus. They learned that Kojong had journeyed to the North American continent and become the spiritual leader of a small tribe, who called him Ko Jong Oh.


The series of events that had occurred over the centuries to intertwine Remo Williams by blood and by training with this ancient Arizona tribe and the Korean art of Sinanju was so intricate that there was no way to rationalize it, no way to name it coincidence. The implications of it not being coincidence were mind-boggling. Remo preferred to not think about it and to stay blissfully unboggled.


“I didn’t even know it myself, that I had it in the back of my head. You know, that maybe Freya would be the right choice to be my heir. Then it occurred to me that she was all wrong for the job, and that’s when it hit me that I’d been sizing her up.”


“Is that why you came here this time?” Roam asked.


“No. Just came to visit.” They walked a few more paces. “Maybe. Maybe that’s why I came.”


“What reason do you need to have an heir now?”


“No reason. I mean, Chiun’s harping on me occasionally to find somebody, but I think he just uses that as filler when he’s got nothing else to complain about.”


“But something makes you seek an heir now?”


They walked a long way under the stars before Remo answered. “Something makes me seek out Freya now.” He smiled. “I think I wanted to rule her out. See, she was a candidate. Now she’s not. She’s safe.”


Sunny Joe nodded. “Safe from your life?”


“Yes.”


“Is your life so bad?”


“My life fits me. I was meant to be who I am. But I wouldn’t wish it on Freya.”


“What of Winston?”


“What about him?”


“But he is your son, in blood. Is he a possible heir?” Remo suddenly experienced a flood of new questions. If he had come to the village with the subconscious intention of evaluating Freya, had he meant to evaluate Winner, too? If not, why not? If so, why had he decided at some level already that his son, an experienced commando with battlefield kills, would be unfit?


“I don’t know, he’s kind of a jerk,” Remo said finally. “Plus he’s like Freya—he’s a Sun On Jo now. He’s not a killer anymore.”


“Huh.” This ancient Sun On Jo word translated into “bullshit”.


“He’s a child,” Remo added. “He’s immature. He’s an egotistical brat. Most Sinanju Masters do begin training when they’re young, but they grow up with their training. I’d be pushing the envelope enough by taking a trainee who’s already grown up. But one who’s grown up and still acts like he’s in junior high school? Now that would be asking for trouble.”


“I think that is good thinking,” Sunny Joe Roam said. “But I think one day Winner will knock your socks off. Boys have a way of surprising their fathers.”


“I guess so.”


They were miles away and gazing down on the village, peaceful and dark.


“Don’t look like too much when you look at it from all the way up here,” Roam observed.


“Looks like the whole world to me,” Remo said.


“Yep.”


Remo squinted. There was a flicker of tight on the horizon. Car headlights, coming toward the village. Sun On Jo didn’t often get visitors, let alone in the dead of night. Who would that be?


“My son.”


The familiar words, said in that gruff Native American voice, caught Remo off guard and he looked at Sunny Joe Roam.


“Yes?”


“You were saying true words, that you’re satisfied with the life you lead. You believe that.”


“Yes, I believe that.” Remo said.


“There could come a day, maybe, when you won’t feel that way.”


“I guess it’s possible, sure.”


Sunny Joe looked out at the village.


“Remember what I told those people when I showed you off to them the first time?”


Remo thought about that, trying to remember.


“That’d be the prince,” Roam said, starting back toward the village as the headlights burst over a rise in the road.


“Huh? Prince Junior?”


“Said he’d get here by midnight,” Roam said. “It’s almost three. Thought I gave him pretty good directions.”


Remo caught up and they paced quickly back to the village. “You talked to him?”


“He’s been calling since ’bout an hour after you got here. You told us to hold your calls, remember?”


“Sure.”


“So he finally said he’d come to talk to you in person.”


“Dammit. Why can’t they leave me alone?”




Chapter 6


Mark Howard stopped the car amid the dark buildings. The place didn’t feel abandoned; it felt as if it was ignoring him.


So what did he do now? Which house was Roam’s anyway? He took out his mobile phone, feeling stupid, but there was no other way than to simply phone Roam and ask him to wave from his doorstep or something.


The phone turned to air in his hands. The car turned itself off and the lights went dark. There was something black and menacing standing outside the rental car, and for a second Mark Howard’s mind conjured an irrational riot of possibilities.


“Shut up. Don’t make another freaking sound. Isn’t it good enough that you had to wake the whole place up?”


“Remo,” Howard said. “Where the hell have you been?”


“Come on.”


Mark Howard felt himself extracted through the window of the little rental car like a cooked snail being I forked out of its buttery shell. His yelp was flattened behind a rough hand clamped over his face, and he struggled for a minute as the village melted away and he found himself in the desert.


Unexpectedly he was free and he crashed onto his feet. If he hadn’t landed on sand he might have snapped a bone.
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