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  To Brian Wilson

  Hey, good buddy.


  CHAPTER ONE


  ON THE DAY HE PUSHED the man off the Pontusket Bridge, Artemis Thwill knew he was free. More than free. He was launched. He hadn’t expected to kill the man, or even start to push, even though he had often thought such things. He would be standing near a curb watching a woman balance two heavy packages and wonder what it would look like if he threw a body block into her lower spine. Artemis weighed 228 pounds. He was six feet, two inches tall and had played linebacker for Iowa State.


  He was a senior vice-president for Inter-Agro-Chem. So Artemis Thwill did not go around throwing blocks into ladies with packages. He went around offering to help carry packages, joining the Congregational Church, and coaching in the Pee Wee League.


  But he would see the little boys with their big expensive shoulder pads and their little twigs of neck between the two and imagine himself roaring onto the field yelling, “Let’s have some real hitting, you little spoiled-ass bastards!”


  Then he would see himself smash a fist into one of the wobbly helmets on the twig necks and collapse a kid with a satisfying thwump. Then he would take a pair of little ankles with his fingers and use his 67-pound offensive tackle as a swinging club and go through his lineup screaming that this was where he was separating the men from the boys, as he separated a bird-like ten-year-old arm from its shoulder joint.


  All this he imagined. He even imagined the parents staring horrified at the crushed bodies lying around the Pee Wee League field. And he would say, “They never would have made real football players. Get this shit off my field.”


  That was the scene that played in his head as he wrote a lengthy report on how football was physically and emotionally unhealthy for the children, and formed a parents’ league for sane athletics.


  He was called on often to talk around the country, and he had a very good speech to do it. He would even choke and sometimes cry when he would tell parents in Duluth or Yonkers, “You take these twigs of necks between those bulky plastic helmets and those shoulder pads, and my God, I can see them snap. What would happen—just imagine what would happen—if you slammed your own fist into one of those helmets. It would be like a pinball game.”


  It was also good business for Inter-Agro-Chem. It made publicity. And since Inter-Agro-Chem had been accused of poisoning more river beds than Hitler did minds, it wanted to appear sensitive to people’s needs. Coming out against tackle football for tykes made Inter-Agro-Chem look good. Especially when this was done by one of their senior vice-presidents—Iowa State ’60, Harvard Business School ’62, Artemis Thwill.


  That’s what Artemis Thwill had done with his desire to pulverize little necks. At one of his community talks, a man rose who had remembered Artemis Thwill from Pontusket High School. He remembered that Artemis hadn’t had a pair of pants without a patch on them until he started playing football. He remembered that no Thwill in Pontusket had ever even owned a house larger than a used mobile home, until Artemis started playing football. He pointed out that Artemis had earned an education through football and enough money playing second string for a professional club to go to graduate school and that without football, Artemis might presently be spreading fertilizer instead of directing people who manufactured it, directing people from a big desk in a big office with a pretty secretary and a traveling expense account of $22,800.


  To this man Artemis Thwill answered softly, breathing into his voice the outrage of most of the people whom he knew were on his side. Like most meetings anywhere, people came to hear what they wanted to hear from people who wanted them to believe what they already believed. This was called by various names: consciousness raising, proselytizing, or telling it like it is. Artemis had the crowd.


  “It’s true I was poor,” said Artemis. And the people, his people, growled slightly, their outrage fueled.


  “It’s true I didn’t have a pair of pants without a patch,” said Artemis. “But I ask you, what sort of a system makes young boys hit other boys in order to get an education.”


  Applause. He knew this crowd thought all the ills of the world were brought on by this recent civilization, which had in reality made more progress in the last half-century than all mankind did in its first million centuries. The pro football crowd, on the other hand, thought all the ills of the world were brought on by these people.


  In other words, everyone was talking cow droppings, and six foot, two inches tall Artemis Thwill, with the blond hair receding just slightly, and the soft blue eyes and massive shoulders and stern chin, knew how to out-drop any Guernsey this side of a Pontusket pasture.


  “Maybe if we taught with kindness and enlightenment instead of fear, maybe, just maybe, we wouldn’t have people who felt a need to kill other people,” Artemis said softly, with full knowledge that his nation’s streets had become unsafe in direct proportion to all the understanding and kindness forced on its police departments.


  That was what Artemis had said. What he imagined doing was punching the man in the penis with a 228-pound uppercut. He imagined saying, “You’re right. I am white trash and this is how I settle things.”


  That was what Artemis wanted to do.


  But not until Artemis threw the man off the bridge did he ever do what he wanted to do.


  That day was March and bitter, and the fields were wet with melted ice and snow and the rivers beginning to gorge. The man was watching the ice break and flow.


  “Don’t jump,” yelled Artemis, running from his car.


  “Don’t jump,” yelled Artemis, pushing the man up the railing.


  “Don’t jump,” yelled Artemis, smashing the man’s clinging hands until they let go.


  “Oh, my God, help,” yelled the man.


  “Crazy fool,” yelled Artemis. “You had so much to live for.”


  The man hit ice below like a garbage bag full of gravel. You could hear the head crack solid against the ice floe, and then the body went splash and the man went flowing downriver, wedged beneath the ice.


  Only for a moment did Artemis Thwill regret what he had done. This was not a high enough bridge to be absolutely sure the man was dead. Next time it would have to be a certain death. For Artemis Thwill knew, even before the man hit the water, that he would do this again.


  Thwill knew what made him such a good football player back in college. He liked to hurt. But most of all, he discovered on this chill delicious March day, he loved to kill.


  There was of course an investigation. Artemis told the police he really didn’t want too much recognition for trying to save the man’s life. He thought it might disturb an already disturbed widow. “If only we had more psychiatric counseling,” said Artemis Thwill.


  “The wife says he didn’t commit suicide,” said the Pontusket chief of police, who did not believe in psychiatric counseling, and felt himself a hypocrite for not announcing that the police department ought only to protect people from other people, not people from themselves.


  “Poor thing,” said Artemis.


  “She says he always went to that bridge to walk,” said the chief.


  “Poor thing,” said Artemis.


  “She says she thinks you threw him over, Mr. Thwill.”


  “Poor thing,” said Artemis.


  “Did you?”


  “Of course,” said Artemis with the chill cutting edge of one of the town leaders to one of the town servants.


  “Sorry, I had to ask, Mr. Thwill.”


  “That’s all right,” said Artemis, with deep understanding in his voice. Artemis knew understanding properly used could be more insulting and humiliating than spit in the face. “Perhaps I ought to speak to the woman.”


  “She’s pretty upset, Mr. Thwill. She don’t think he rightly did do himself in, considering he ordered a new pickup truck for tomorrow.”


  “I understand,” said Artemis. The man owned a small farm, which he helped support with his full-time job at the feed grain store. He had been 35. His wife was 22. They were childless.


  She sat in the kitchen of their small house, her hands cracked and red from kneading. Her lips were drawn tight and white. She had melon breasts. She stared hatred at Artemis Thwill as he entered. She did not get up. The police chief introduced Artemis.


  Artemis said how truly sorrowful he was. Artemis thought how he’d like to put his hands on the rose print dress, specifically around the breasts.


  “You killed him, you son of a bitch, you bastard,” screamed the woman.


  The police chief, embarrassed, turned his head away. Artemis quickly grabbed a breast. The woman said nothing. Artemis removed the hand before the chief turned back.


  “You poor thing,” said Artemis.


  “Killed him, you bastard. Thoughtless son of a bitch. Thoughtless.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way,” rumbled Artemis, his eyes fixated on her heaving bosom.


  “How the hell am I supposed to feel? Insurance policies never pay off for suicides.”


  It was then, in that small farmhouse, that Artemis Thwill fell in love. Here was a woman raised in the country, probably not even a graduate of high school, with all the wisdom and understanding of a Harvard Graduate School of Business alumna.


  Her name was Samantha, and Artemis stayed for dinner when the chief left. He learned you didn’t need a master’s degree to learn reason. You didn’t have to run a country to show understanding. Truly and for the first time, Artemis Thwill had found a woman with whom he could share his life.


  “You could have hit him on the head, simple as that, and left him there. Why’d you have to throw him over to make it look like a suicide? Sheesh.”


  “I didn’t think,” Artemis said, filled with remorse. His cashmere coat seemed out of place in the rustic kitchen. He knew he had to give Samantha better than this.


  “Well, you should have.”


  “I can’t change my story now.”


  “Why’d you do it in the first place?”


  Artemis thought. He pondered the atavistic rage that prompted people to kill, and the warped social structure that took normal, home-loving persons and drove them to snuff out the lives of innocents. “I felt like it,” Artemis said.


  “Best damned reason for doing anything,” said Samantha.


  They made love that instant, and the next day Artemis did not return to his home. In the ensuing week he learned much wisdom from the young farm girl.


  “Look, our only chance long range is if God does not exist,” Samantha said. “’Cause if he does, we’ve had it. And don’t give me this repentance crap, cause God don’t take too many and even if we did repent, we’d be liars.”


  “How can you say that, Samantha?” Artemis crooned.


  “Bejeezus, I love it when you’re hypocritical. Just love it. You’re so good at it. With your hypocrisy and my brains, we can do anything.” And for the next few days, Samantha thought, deeply, carefully. The only words she uttered during those days were, “I think I’ve got it. I think I’ve got it.”


  On the third day, with the sun setting red over the straw and mud fields of Iowa, Samantha shrieked to wake the dead. “That’s it!” yelled Samantha.


  “What? What?” Artemis asked.


  “I’ve got it. It’s the only business that lasts. In it, you can do anything you want. Hell, your victims will have to figure out what they did wrong to deserve it.”


  “What is it?”


  “And hypocrisy?” She laughed, high and clear as a bell. “You can cripple your victims and then tell them you’re the purest soul ever walked the earth, and make ’em believe it. Make them feel like dilly poo if they don’t.”


  “Whaaat?” yelled Artemis, shaking Samantha’s shoulders.


  “Artemis. You’re perfect for it.” She planted a big wet kiss on his lips. “Artie, honey, you’re going into the God business.”


  Artemis Thwill’s hand rose involuntarily to his throat. “You mean be a preacher?” he said, aghast. “Me? Give up my senior vice-presidency to become a fifteen-thousand-dollar-a-year Holy Roller?”


  “No,” Samantha said sweetly. “To become God.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  HIS NAME WAS REMO and he was flying like a captive god.


  The dragon’s skin felt pebbled under his fingertips. Remo held on tight as the giant fire-breathing beast soared through the air, trailing Remo behind like some other-worldly water skier. The clouds below him billowed plump and white.


  Remo coiled himself into a tight ball to bring his body closer to the dragon’s. Once near enough, he would work a multiple attack in a fast inside line on the beast’s underside, turning as he worked to cover space while still maintaining a grip on the tether. It was a modification of an attack taught to him years before by the Master of Sinanju.


  But the Master had taught him only the secrets for assassinating men, not dragons. Chiun, the Master, had explained to Remo that man was the only species capable of producing specimens dangerous enough to require extermination. Any animal, Chiun claimed, would lose its desire to kill if offered food, or the return of its young, or its proper territory where it could live in peace, or the cessation of physical torment. Not man. Man would kill for greed, for power, or for fun. Man could kill and destroy and pervert and return to do it all again. Of all the life forms on earth, Chiun said, only man could wreak destruction on life itself.


  Only man, if you didn’t count the monster that was carrying Remo toward certain death.


  Remo’s attack hadn’t even altered the course of the dragon’s flight. Its skin was heavier than tank armor. The beast was the size of three square city blocks. It headed with deafening speed toward the blackness of space, where even Remo, with a nervous system developed far beyond the capacity of normal men, would die helpless and gasping.


  He made one last attempt. Grateful for the years of exercises under Chiun’s tutelage, he spun in a rapid series of six somersaults, which propelled him more than 20 stories high—high enough to land on the dragon’s back. If he could land safely on the beast, he could crawl up to the animal’s slender neck and find a vulnerable spot…


  He did not land. While he was still in midair on the crest of his last somersault, the dragon turned sharply and faced Remo with its glowing eyes. The sight was paralyzing. Remo’s hands fell from the thin tether, his only connection to life. And as he began to fall, the beast opened its maw and spewed fire onto Remo’s plummeting form, setting it aflame and speaking in a voice that came from another universe:


  “It is the legend, come now to fruition.”


  “Chiun!” Remo screamed. “Master, my father!”


  And suddenly the flames that charred his body were extinguished, and his fall had been gently broken, and his forehead felt cool and damp. “Awake, my son,” said a high, squeaky, familiar voice.


  Remo sat up abruptly in bed. “I was dreaming, Chiun.”


  The old Oriental nodded. He was wearing a shimmering purple robe pulled loosely across his tiny, frail-looking frame. His white beard and mustache rested like snow against the vibrant purple of the robe. On his head he wore a squat coolie’s hat.


  “What are you dressed like that for?” Remo asked, trying to force his senses to clarity. He wasn’t used to sleeping. He felt drugged.


  “The Master of Sinanju clothes himself as he wishes,” Chiun said.


  Remo stood up, wobbling, and rubbed his face with his hands, feeling the thin line of sweat at his hairline and on his upper lip. Incredulously, he stared at his hands.


  Remo did not sweat. The years of training in the ways of Sinanju had given him the tools of the finest assassin on earth, but they had exacted their price in other ways. The body-wracking discipline of Sinanju had gradually evolved his nervous system into that of another being, far more highly developed than even the strongest or fastest normal man, so that, for all the things Remo could do, he did not sweat. And he did not sleep, not the sprawled-out, dream-laden sleep of regular human beings. Yet he had slept, and he had dreamed, and he was sweating.


  “How long was I out?” he asked.


  “Seven hours.”


  Remo panicked. He hadn’t slept seven hours straight in more than ten years. He felt sweat trickling down his chest and back. His head throbbed with a dull pain. “What’s happening to me?” he asked quietly. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing is wrong, my son.” The aged Oriental tucked his long-nailed hands into the sleeves of his kimono. “The Dream of Death is a natural process for those trained in the mysteries of Sinanju. It is a coming of age. Now is your time.”


  Chiun floated to the tatami mat on the floor, where he arranged himself in the elaborate folds of his robe. His face broke into a broad grin. “To cheer you, I will share with you a legend of the glory that is Sinanju,” he said magnanimously. “It is known throughout Korea.”


  “Oh, no,” Remo said, trying to blink back the pain in his head. “Not the one about how a thousand years ago the people of your village were so poor and hungry that they had to drown their children in the ocean, so the Master of Sinanju had to hire himself out as an assassin to support the village.”


  Chiun glared. “Not drowned. They were forced to send their babies back to the sea. That is how it is stated: ‘Sent back to the sea.’ And that was not the legend I was about to relate to you, hoping ever optimistically that I would not be casting my pearls before pale pieces of pigs’ ears.”


  “Okay, okay, already. What’s the legend, and what does it have to do with the fact that I slept for seven hours when I never sleep longer than ten minutes?”


  “I do not share the legends of my village with Philistines,” Chiun said.


  Remo sighed. “I’m sorry, Little Father, but this’ll have to wait till later. I don’t feel right.” His own voice sounded far away to Remo, as if he were talking in a cave. He reeled to a far corner of the motel room where they were staying. The air from the room’s one window smelled sour.


  “Sit down, Remo. You are not yet well.”


  “I’ll be fine. Just need to move around.” He curled himself into a loose ball in the corner and began to breathe deeply, expanding out of himself until he lifted himself effortlessly, supported by one hand as his body remained coiled above. Then slowly he unwound first his legs, reaching high into the air with his toes, then his torso. Stretched to full length, Remo bounced once experimentally and then went into the one-and-a-half spin.


  He landed clumsily, pulling a muscle in his thigh. Irritated with himself, he got to his feet, but as soon as he was upright, he felt a strange, dark sensation behind his eyes. Then the heavy, drunken sleep that had put him out for so long came back for him again. His legs shivered and buckled. “I can’t stop it, Chiun,” he said helplessly.


  In a moment Remo felt himself being picked up off his feet and carried to the bed. Chiun lay him gently on the covers and wiped Remo’s face with clean cloths. “Do not try,” the old man’s voice called, sounding a thousand miles away. “But you must return, Remo. Understand this. You must return.”


  As the old voice grew faint and disappeared, Remo found himself back in the sky, again falling through the heavens. His flesh burned. The flames were the only source of light in the vast blackness of space around him. And as he fell, he realized that the light that burned from his charring body was the light of Sinanju, the sun source of all his strength and will. And painful as it was, the light of Sinanju burning in his body was what kept him alive.


  · · ·


  He had not always been alive, not in the way of Sinanju. A decade before, he had been a Newark cop sentenced to die in the electric chair for a crime he did not commit. After the electrocution, Remo Williams’s fingerprints were moved to the dead file, and he had ceased to exist to everyone who cared, which was no one. An orphan with no friends, no family, and no future had died and been reborn in the basement of Folcroft Sanitarium in Rye, New York, under the direction of one Dr. Harold W. Smith.


  Dr. Smith needed a man who didn’t exist to serve as the enforcement arm of an organization that did not exist, since the function of CURE was to violate the constitution.


  CURE was not conceived by thugs or corporate lawbreakers or crime syndicates: these could operate profitably within the Constitution, so they had no reason to violate it. The only group hurt by the Constitution, which had been written long ago as a set of guidelines for decent people to follow, were the decent people themselves, who had become victims of ever-widening crime in America. And so the ultra-secret agency CURE, headed by Dr. Smith, had been developed by a president of the United States just before his death by violent crime.


  When Remo awoke that day in Folcroft, he was informed that he no longer existed and taken to meet Chiun, who was to train him in the purest and most ancient method of assassination known to mankind, Sinanju. That day was the beginning of his life, the only life that would matter to him in years to come. For no one, not Dr. Smith, not Chiun, not even Remo himself, had expected the man who did not exist to become anything more than a highly trained killer. They did not know that he would come to absorb Sinanju, to understand and be one with its difficult teachings, that he was Sinanju, and that he would become the next Master after Chiun.


  On that day, a lifetime ago, Remo Williams assumed his true incarnation, foretold by the most ancient legends of Sinanju. He became Shiva, the god of destruction. Shiva, the Destroyer. Shiva, the dead white night tiger made whole by the Master of Sinanju.


  · · ·


  The voice of universes rang out once more. “The legend comes to fruition. In the year of the dragon, a monumental force from the West will seek to destroy Shiva.” It rang through the airless depths of space.


  And then Remo heard another voice, aged and high, from within himself. That voice said, “You must return.”


  “I will return, Father,” Remo said, and at that moment the sky was filled with light as the monster reappeared, its deadly eyes glowing. It came nearer at blinding speed. Remo watched it come as he fell, unmindful of his burns.


  I am Shiva. I burn with my own light. There was no pain. Only readiness.


  The dragon attacked, and Remo flowed into the attack, unresisting, adjusting himself to the movements of the beast until he was part of it. Then, with the most gentle of countermovements, he was in the animal’s ear, where sound roared through its chambers and off its small bones. Small for a beast the size of an aircraft carrier. The smallest of the bones was as big around as a telephone pole; the largest, the size of a mature Sequoia. Still, he could work here. The confines of the dragon’s ear at least provided surface area. Shinnying up the smallest of the ear bones, he felt the animal twitch. Then, as he descended, bringing his feet down at an angle that met with the least resistance, he broke the bone in four places. He did the same to the second and third bones.


  By that time, the dragon was stumbling and careening, unable to balance in its flight. It began its drop in space, faster, end over end, and Remo knew the beast was at last dying.


  “I can come back now,” Remo said. And with an effort of will, he brought himself out of the blackness of space and into a gray mist, where his body felt cold. He shivered.


  “Come back,” Chiun’s voice said. And Remo willed his body to overcome the cold and lie still.


  “Awake,” Chiun commanded.


  Remo opened his eyes slowly. Above him, Chiun hovered, wiping Remo’s sweat-drenched brow with silk cloths. “It is done,” Chiun said. “You have made the passage safely.” Remo tried to rise. “No. Lie still. I will tell you what has happened.”


  And Chiun told him of the rite of passage all Masters must endure before embarking on the final and most arduous part of their apprenticeship.


  “How long will that part last?” Remo asked.


  “Twenty or thirty years, for a good pupil. For you, perhaps half a century.”


  “Swell. Just around the corner. Guess I’d better order my ceremonial robes.”


  “It is written,” Chiun said, ignoring him, “that a force from the West will come to challenge Shiva in the year of the dragon. According to the Korean calendar, that is this year.”


  “Hey. That’s what the voice said in my dream.”


  “I know.”


  “How do you know what my dream said?”


  “Because the voice was mine. The Dream of Death comes to all persons, regardless of their ineptitude, who have mastered the most elementary levels of Sinanju. I saw that you were faltering, so I whispered the legend to give you direction and show you the way home. Had you listened when I attempted to tell you the legend earlier, you would not have had this difficulty.”


  The phone rang. It was Western Union informing Remo that his aunt Mildred would be arriving at 11 A.M. on Sunday. That meant that Remo was to call Smith at exactly 11 P.M. through the seven-digit code routed through Lexington, Kentucky, Bismarck, North Dakota, and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania before reaching the phone on the desk at Folcroft Sanitarium.


  “For Pete’s sake,” Remo said, hanging up the phone.


  “For the emperor’s sake,” Chiun corrected. “You should not refer to the mad emperor who pays tribute to the Master of Sinanju as ‘Pete.’”


  “It’s just an expression, meaning Smitty’s gone on a code rampage again. Aunt Mildred. Nuts.”


  “It is only logical that the crazed emperor’s family would also be crazed. These things are hereditary.”


  Remo picked up the phone, then put it down again. “Chiun, are we allotted only one dream a lifetime?”


  “Would you care to repeat the experience?”


  “No.”


  “Then one dream is enough.”


  “What was yours about? The dream you had when you were fifteen?”


  Chiun looked up at him, his wispy eyebrows arched. “That is a highly personal matter,” he said.


  “It is? There was nothing personal in my dream.”


  “Your dream did not bring you shame, thanks to my keen direction.”


  “You? Shamed? That’s a laugh.”


  “Highly shamed.” Chiun’s features took on a look of profound suffering. “In my dream I was informed that in the golden years of my life I would be forced to train a white meat eater to take my place as Master.”


  “That doesn’t sound like any Dream of Death to me.”


  “That is because you are incapable of dying of shame.”


  Remo dialed the Folcroft number direct. The ring was answered with a surprised “Hello?”


  “What’s up?” Remo said.


  He could hear Smith sputtering at the other end of the line. “It’s ten-thirty-one,” the bitter, lemony voice snapped. “And what about Aunt Mildred?”


  “She told me to give you a message that she left town to become a rock music groupie.”


  “Very funny. Since you can’t keep a secure line, you’ll have to meet me at code point a-three-oh-one-five-two.” Smith pronounced the code number slowly and precisely. “Repeat, a-three-oh-one-five-two.”


  “Get off it, Smitty. You know I don’t follow your paranoid codes. Tell me in English.”


  Smith worded his answer carefully. “Where you were sent once before, en route to an encounter two states west with a bald-headed man.”


  Remo scoured his brain. Then it came to him. “Texas?” Remo groused. “Come on. We’re in Portland, Oregon. Can’t you make it someplace closer?”


  Smith exhaled a little gust of air into the telephone. “Make that a-four-one-six-oh-eight,” he said quickly. “Look it up in the code book.” He hung up.


  Cursing, Remo tossed open the telephone directory in the motel room. It was a complex code. The beginning letter indicated the letter of the alphabet under which the location’s name would begin. The five numbers following had to be matched to five numbers in the directory. Since Smith had every telephone directory in the country on file in his computer banks in Folcroft, the code could change every time Remo changed location, with little chance it would be detected. Remo’s finger slid down the interminable column of numbers under the “A” listing. When he reached 416-0852, he stopped. The first digits matched Smith’s code. He moved his finger to the left, to the name “Addison, Charles H.” The location was Addison airport. Remo threw the directory on the floor with a crash.
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