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CHAPTER ONE


EVERYBODY THOUGHT THEY RECOGNIZED the man who tried to assassinate the President of the United States, but ten minutes after he left their sight, no one could remember his face.


The assassin had that kind of face. It was nondescript. Slight of build, vacant-eyed, weak-chinned, pasty-faced, he looked like a nobody. The quintessential nobody.


It was exactly his utter nobodyness that made him slip from memory as soon as he was out of sight.


Yet everyone who got a good look did a double take.


The desk clerk at the Government Center Holiday Inn in Boston, Massachusetts, found himself scrutinizing the man’s receding hairline when he presented himself to the front desk, saying, “I have a reservation.”


“May I have your confirmation number?” the desk clerk asked, fingers hovering over the reservation terminal.


“Number 334433,” the man said from memory. His voice was neither high nor low, loud nor soft. Nor was it evenly modulated. He spoke with a nervous, halting tone.


When the man’s name came up on the screen, the desk clerk failed to recognize it. It was only when he asked for the credit card that he looked more closely at the face. It was one of those new picture-ID credit cards. His face struck a chord in memory.


“Have you stayed with us before?” the clerk asked pleasantly.


“No,” said the man. He did not look away. Nor did he meet the desk clerk’s eyes. He was standing right there, but he seemed as conspicuous as the brass ashtrays that dotted the bright lobby. There but not there. Decoration. Unimportant-unless you had to get rid of a cigarette butt in a hurry.


“I thought you looked familiar, Mr.-” the clerk read the name off the credit card “-Hidell.”


Alek Hidell said nothing when he accepted his credit card back.


The desk clerk banged the front bell and, as the bellboy bustled up to scoop up Alek Hidell’s two suitcases, he watched Hidell walk toward the elevator, trying to place his face.


He looked so damn familiar ….


Then the elevator doors closed on his impassive, pasty features, the desk phone rang and the clerk put the man completely out of his mind.


He only recalled him again when the Secret Service showed up the next day. By then, it was too late to be a national hero.


ALEX HIDELL was next noticed riding in the back of the last car of a four-car Silverbird subway train as it rattled south through the Red Line tunnel between Charles Street Station and the JFK-UMass stop later that day. Noticed and dismissed from memory. Although several passengers looked twice at him as he sat swaying in his seat, clutching a shapeless duffel bag that bulged with something hard and angular. But almost everyone clutched something. It was the week before Christmas.


The driver of the shuttle bus to the University of Massachusetts Harbor Campus also looked twice when the nondescript Hidell boarded his bus just outside the JFK-UMass station.


I’ve seen that guy before, the driver thought to himself.


Five years of driving the shuttle bus between the JFK-UMass Red Line station and the college had brought him into contact with thousands of riders, most of them students and faculty. A familiar face unless it was a pretty one-shouldn’t have caused his eyes to go to the interior rearview mirror all the time the nondescript passenger rode the bus. But this guy’s face did.


He sat in the back, gazing out the window, lost in thought. There was a suggestion of a sly smile lingering on the passenger’s lips. It was that, not the undershot jaw or dreamy eyes, that kept drawing the bus driver’s gaze.


Where have I seen that guy before? he kept asking himself.


He looked fiftyish. Not too old to be a student, technically. But fiftyish students at UMass were comparatively rare. And he looked too vacant to be faculty. Even UMass faculty.


The little guy had never ridden the UMass shuttle. The driver was sure of that. This wasn’t a passenger-I-haven’t-seen-in-a-long-time experience, he decided. This was a guy-I-haven’t-seen-since-high-school experience.


But the bus driver hadn’t known the solitary passenger back in high school, either. Maybe grade school. Maybe that was it. He had known the passenger back in grade school before his jaw and hairline receded. Before the brownish hair that sat on his head like a disturbed wig had begun to thin out.


But much as he tried, the bus driver couldn’t put a name to the annoyingly familiar face.


The shuttle bus trundled off Morrissey Boulevard and up the lone access road to the imposing complex of chocolate brown brick buildings that comprised the University of Massachusetts at Boston. It came to a stop in the sheltered concrete trough between the administration building and the parking garage under the elevated campus plaza.


The passenger got up and left the bus by the rear door, stepping through to the steel door to the underground garage so quickly he was hardly noticed.


In that brief span of time, the driver followed him with his eyes. Even his jerky walk rang a dim memory bell.


Then the bus filled with departing students and faculty, and the driver closed the doors and continued on his monotonously circuitous route.


By the time he pulled out into the daylight of Columbia Point and the John F. Kennedy library, he had put the disturbingly familiar passenger out of his mind.


NO ONE NOTICED Alek Hidell as he strode through the ill-lighted underground parking garage to the elevator marked Science Center. He waited patiently for the elevator and rode it to the top floor, then worked his way through the narrow corridors until he came to the rooftop greenhouse, a pair of Ray-Ban Aviator sunglasses blocking his eyes.


The warm, moist air smacked him in the face when he opened the door. By that time he was already sweating anyway.


A denim-clad woman looked up from tending rows of Christmas cactus. “Yes?” she said.


“Secret Service,” he said, flashing a gold badge clipped to his wallet. “You’ll have to vacate.”


“Why?”


“This spot makes a perfect sniper’s nest. We’re sealing it off.”


“Now? The President isn’t due until tomorrow.”


“Now,” said Alek Hidell.


The young woman gathered up her purse and books, saying, “Will I be able to water my plants tomorrow?”


“Sorry!”


“Could you water them for me?”


“I’ll think about it,” said Alek Hidell, shutting and locking the greenhouse door after her.


When the elevator doors ran shut, he stripped off his coat and shirt and hunkered down on the tile floor in his undershirt. Extracting the sections of his rifle from his duffel bag, he began assembling the weapon.


When it was all together, he took an oily rag and began polishing it, his pouty lower lip growing moist in the close humid air.


He was still polishing it the next morning when a Secret Service agent stepped off the elevator. Hidell ditched the rifle under a shelf and went to the greenhouse door where the agent stood, his face like a rock behind his impenetrable sunglasses.


“‘You’ll have to vacate this area,” the agent said, flashing his gold badge. “Security precaution.”


“Make me,” Hidell said in a self-effacing tone.


“I didn’t catch that,” the agent said, leaning forward.


“I said, ‘Make me.’”


The agent’s face gathered around the edges of his Ray-Ban Aviators like a wet rag wrinkling up. He stepped into the greenhouse, his right wrist lifting to his mouth. He never got a chance to speak into the flesh-colored wrist mike.


Alek Hidell whipped the rifle from the concealing shelf and shot the agent square in the nose. The slug came out the back of the agent’s head. He stumbled back and when he hit the tile, Hidell finished him off with a second shot to the throat.


When he stepped from the greenhouse roof, he was wearing the agent’s blue windbreaker with SECRET SERVICE stenciled on the back in white block letters, sunglasses, and belt radio and earphone.


Hidell stood on the eastern coping of the roof and looked down at the starkly abstract black-and-white compound of the Kennedy Library poised on the brink of Columbia Point, where the Atlantic lapped gray and cold.


The press was already gathered. Microwave TV vans spilled miles of thick cable everywhere. Satellite dishes pointed to the winter sky. And, of course, Secret Service agents, unmistakable in their Ray-Bans, moved about with brisk authority.


Rifle at his feet, Alek Hidell waited patiently, the cold breeze off the Atlantic worrying his faded hair, listening to Secret Service communications.


“Point of entry secure.”


“Roger.”


“Access road is now clear of traffic.”


“Roger.”


“Library roof checks out.”


“Countersniper?”


“Science roof okay,” said Alek Hidell into his wrist mike.


“Okay. Stay sharp. Stagecoach is turning onto access road. Repeat, Stagecoach is turning onto access road.”


“About time,” Hidell muttered under his breath.


A minute later three black Lincoln Continental limousines came up the perimeter road to the entrance to the Kennedy Library. The waiting crowd grew still. A wintry wind seemed to pick up.


And Alek Hidell lay down on the edge of the roof and cradled his rifle in his arms. He put his right eye to the cheap Japanese scope, his finger on the trigger, and tracked the middle limo-the one flying the presidential flags-with cool confidence.


When the three limos eased to a stop before the entrance, his earphone crackled, “Get set. Big Mac is about to step out. Repeat, Big Mac is about to step out.”


“Make it easy for me,” Hidell muttered, putting the cross hairs of his scope on the dead area where the rear curbside door would open.


Then it opened.


“Big Mac stepping out now. Watch your zones.”


A familiar helmet of thick steel-wool hair lifted into the cross hairs and Alek Hidell squeezed the trigger carefully.


The helmet of hair erupted in a pink-and-gray flower of exploding blood and brains.


“He’s been shot! Alert Mass General!”


“Sniper on roof! Repeat, sniper on roof! Everybody get down! Get down now!”


Everybody got down on the plaza, fearing another shot.


But there was no second shot. Just the echoes of the single rifle shot reverberating between the great buildings of the University of Massachusetts, and the answering cries of disturbed scavenger sea gulls.


“For the love of God!” a shocked Secret Service voice said over the air. “It’s Dallas all over again!”


“You can say that again,” said Alek Hidell, leaving his rifle on the roof as he quickly and quietly reentered the Science Center.


On the roof a single shell casing lay smoking. And scratched into the shiny brass were two letters: RX.




CHAPTER TWO


HIS NAME WAS REMO and he stifled a yawn as the agent at the Mavis Car Rental counter tried to assure him that yes, while the city of Furioso, Florida, is as safe as can be, prudent tourists took precautions before driving into the city.


“What kind of precautions?” Remo wondered, hoping to cut off the droning spiel.


“For one thing, we suggest that our customers do not dress in touristy garb when driving into the city.”


Remo looked down at his clothes. He was wearing a black T-shirt and matching black pants. Italian loafers enclosed his sockless feet.


“This,” he asked, “is touristy?”


“Actually you’re fine in the garb department, sir.”


“I always thought so,” Remo said good-naturedly.


“We also suggest you store all luggage in the trunk of your rental vehicle. No stacks of conspicuous luggage piled in the rear seat where they might be spotted by urban predators.”


“Is that what they call them down here?”


“That’s what the City of Furioso safety brochure calls them,” said the rental agent, pulling a pastel-colored pamphlet from a plastic holder and offering it to Remo.


“The salient points are inside,” he added.


“So why are you running them down for me?” asked Remo.


“Company policy. A lot of adults can’t read these days. Lawsuits, you know.”


“Lawsuits I know about,” said Remo, opening the brochure.


It was festooned with palm trees and pastel bikinis. The Sorcerer’s Castle and other famous attractions belonging to the nearby theme park called Sam Beasley World were splashed around the twenty points of safety.


Nowhere in the pamphlet was there any mention that renting a car and driving it from the lot and into the city was an open invitation to be slaughtered.


“It says here not to drive in through International Drive,” Remo pointed out.


“Actually that’s been updated. It’s I-4 that’s unsafe now.”


Remo looked up.


“Urban predators read, too. Some of them.”


“Excuse me, chump,” a surly voice said at Remo’s side. And a long brown arm reached under Remo’s elbow to slip a pamphlet from the plastic holder. “Gotta have one of these here brochures.”


Remo felt the butterfly touch on his wallet, which he carried in his right front pants pocket because pickpockets had the hardest time reaching into it undetected.


Remo stepped back, bringing the heel of one hand-tooled Italian loafer down on the instep of the would-be pickpocket with deceptively gentle force. Like a jigsaw puzzle held together by tough ligaments, foot bones began separating along every fault line, and the pickpocket yelped and kept yelping until Remo released the foot.


“Hey, man, what your damn foot made out of anyways? Lead?”


The pickpocket was hopping on his good foot while clutching his other Reebok with both hands. Blood seeped up around the laces with each hop.


The pickpocket saw the blood seepage and rolled onto his back the way Remo had seen hip-hoppers drop to the sidewalk to spin in place.


This man didn’t spin. He began screaming that he was going to sue everybody in a fifty-foot radius for inflicting personal injury, emotional carnage and “expensive stuff like that there.”


To quiet him, Remo nudged his skull with the toe of the same foot that had rearranged his foot bones. He began spinning. And screaming.


“Haaalllp!”


“Happy to oblige,” Remo said as the rental-booth door was opened by a second possible urban predator. He gave the spinning man another nudge, which sent him spinning like a top out the door and onto a moving escalator.


“What his problem?” the newly arrived possible urban predator wanted to know as his head snapped from the escalator to Remo and back again.


“He tried to pick the wrong pocket,” said Remo.


“What pocket is that?”


“My pocket.”


The possible urban predator-Remo had sized him up by the steely 9 mm bulge in the crotch of his baggy pants pocket-did a double take, pretended to look at the red Mavis sign on the glass door again and said, “Oh. This be Mavis. I want Burtz. They number two and try harder.”


“You were saying?” Remo asked, turning his attention back to the rental agent.


“You shouldn’t have done that.”


“Why not?”


“All he wanted was your wallet.”


“And all I wanted was to keep my wallet.”


“He might sue.”


“He might,” Remo agreed.


A screech came from the vicinity of the escalator. “My damn leg! It caught in the fucking escalator! I’m gonna damn sue some sonna bitch over this.”


“Just as long as he doesn’t sue me,” said Remo, grinning. And put out his hand for the keys.


“I need to finish telling you about the safety problems,” the agent said.


“I have the pamphlet, remember?”


The agent plowed on anyway. “If, while driving from the airport, you are rammed from behind or someone attempts to run you off the road, under no circumstances should you stop your vehicle. Or if you are forced to halt, do not exit your vehicle.”


“Got it,” said Remo, signing the credit card slip.


“Your car will be waiting in the lot. For your personal safety our tags are no longer emblazoned with the Mavis corporate logo.”


“How many Mavis renters bought the farm before the front office decided on that innovation?” asked Remo.


“When our rentals dropped thirty percent in one month,” admitted the rental agent.


On his way to the rental lot, Remo stopped to buy six of the biggest pieces of luggage he could find, in bright red leather, an I’m Going to Sam Beasley World T-shirt and a yellow Day-Glo Welcome to Florida acrylic baseball cap.


He carried them balanced on one upright palm in a stack that teetered right, then left, then right again and threatened to fall countless times but never did because the stack, precarious as it was, had become one with his perfectly balanced body.


At the foot of the escalator Remo paused only to step on the free hand of the urban predator who had earlier tried to pick his pocket and was now trying to free a baggy pant leg from the stalled escalator treads.


Under the brief pressure of Remo’s foot, the metacarpals became the base ingredient of gelatin.


“You again. Damn, I gonna sue you ass off.”


“Have your lawyer call my lawyer,” Remo called cheerily.


“What your lawyer’s damn name?”


“Alan Dershowitz. And don’t let him tell you any different.”


Remo walked out of the airport and into the morning humidity of Florida, whistling. He was a tall lean man with dark deep-set eyes, high cheekbones, a cruel mouth and wrists like railroad ties.


The car was waiting for him, and to the horror of the lot attendant, Remo stacked the red leather tourist luggage in the back seat until it resembled a Lucite luggage rack, put on his yellow Welcome to Florida baseball cap and drew the colorful Sam Beasley World T-shirt over his own.


“Sir, I would not recommend doing that.”


Remo slid behind the wheel. “Which is I-4?”


The attendant pointed to an exit. “That one. Whatever you do, don’t take it into the city dressed as you are. Take International Drive or the Beeline Expressway.”


“Thanks,” said Remo, tooling the car out of the lot and onto Interstate 4.


He drove slowly, taking his time. After all, he had two or three hours until Sam Beasley World opened, and there were more interesting things to do than sit around a stuffy hotel room.


Like his job.


As he cruised along I-4, Remo wondered what his job was anymore.


He hadn’t filled out a 1040 since the day over twenty years ago when the state of New Jersey had pronounced a death sentence on him and taken away his past life with a single jolt of low-amperage electricity while he sat strapped in the electric chair, a Newark cop convicted of a murder he had never committed. After that day Remo Williams ceased to exist, to his friends and the Internal Revenue Service alike.


Had he been obliged to fill out a 1040 every April, Remo would have written “assassin” in the space designated occupation.


He was no run-of-the-mill assassin. He was America’s secret assassin-or had been until he had quit CURE, the supersecret government agency that had framed him in the first place. His job-when he had been employed-was to serve as the sanctioned killer arm of CURE, an organization that had been set up in the early 1960s by a young President who, ironically enough, had himself succumbed to an assassin’s bullet.


Remo was not an assassin the way the man who had murdered that President had been an assassin. That guy was a loner, a loser and flake. And he used a rifle.


Remo carried no weapon. He was a weapon. His entire body had been trained to the ultimate in human achievement. The key was the human brain. Scientists had long ago figured out that the average person used barely ten percent of his brainpower. It was like using one lobe of one lung to breathe-which is how most people actually breathed when you got right down to it.


Long before there were scientists to discover this deficiency, the head of an obscure fishing village in what was now called North Korea had discovered this truth and learned to unlock the limitless potential of the human machine.


He had been the first Master of Sinanju. His descendants, of whom Remo was a spiritual if not blood heir, had been trained by the Masters of Sinanju who followed in his awesome footsteps.


The House of Sinanju had been the secret power behind the great thrones of the ancient world, and now in the modern world it stood unknown, unseen and unstoppable beside the leader of the greatest nation in human history in the person of Remo Williams, who had been trained by the last pure-blooded Master.


For twenty years, he had served America and its Presidents, good and bad, honest and not, through CURE, a secret offshoot of the executive branch.


No more. There were some loose ends to tie up—namely the question of his own ancestry, since Remo had been an orphan—but after they were taken care of, he was a free agent. No more CURE. No more Harold W Smith, who ran it. No more running his tail off dealing with America’s increasingly unsolvable problems.


Of course, there were some problems Remo considered worth solving.


Like the problem of tourist murders in Florida.


It has gotten so that every week there was a new dead Florida tourist. It was bad for America’s image, the President had complained to the press. Bad for Florida tourism, the governor had added. Remo Williams didn’t care about America’s image or Florida’s tourist industry any more than he cared about John Wayne Bobbitt’s prospects for romantic bliss.


Innocent tourists he cared about.


Which is why, since he was already on his way to Sam Beasley World to tie up a loose end, Remo didn’t mind dealing with it.


Trouble was, no one was taking the bait. Remo turned on the radio and found some Barry Manilow music and cranked it up full blast. Maybe that would draw flies. It sounded treacly enough.


Remo got all the way into the city of Furioso without being rammed from behind, sideswiped or car-jacked. The disappointment showed on his strongboned face.


He found a turnoff and sped back to the airport.


“I have a complaint,” Remo told the rental parking-lot attendant as he got out.


“The car is not satisfactory?” said the attendant, who didn’t know what surprised him most, the complaint or the fact that the customer was still living.


“It is not.”


“What appears to be wrong with it?”


“Too inconspicuous,” said Remo.


The lot attendant blinked.


“Sir?”


Remo looked around the lot. He pointed. “I want that one.”


In a far corner of the lot was a car identical to the one Remo had just driven back, except that it was Christmas red.


“It’s the same.”


“I like the color better.”


“Oh, I can’t let you have that one. It has an old tag on it.”


“Looks fine to me,” said Remo.


“But, sir, the tag says Mavis Rental Agency. You’d stick out like a sore-”


The attendant looked at Remo in his Day-Glo outfit, the red leather luggage that crammed the entire back seat, and swallowed the rest of whatever he was going to say.


“I want it,” Remo insisted. “I’m the customer, and the customer-”


“-is always right,” the attendant echoed. Wearily he handed Remo the keys.


“Mind transferring my luggage?” asked Remo. “I forgot to buy paint.”


The attendant was only too happy to comply and help a tourist in the last sweet minutes of his foolish life, and when Remo came back he stood idly by while Remo shook a can of orange safety paint and inscribed the word TOURIST on the sides and rear window of the rental car.


Remo stepped back, admiring the way the vibrant orange letters clashed with the red body paint.


“How’s that look?”


“Loud,” the attendant said. “But it suits you, actually,” he added with a glassy smile.


“See you on the trip back,” said Remo, getting in.


“It’s the Christmas season, and miracles do happen,” the lot attendant said weakly as Remo drove off again, fodder for the next morning’s tragic headlines.


This time Remo had no problems. He hadn’t gone an eighth of a mile when a blue Camaro, shedding a purple neon glow from tubes bolted under the Chassis, blasted in behind him and accelerated.


Remo relaxed a fraction of a second ahead of the jolt of bumper meeting bumper. Most people tensed up. That was how bones were broken. Remo’s fully working brain, one of only two in these last years of the twentieth century, told him to relax. And he moved in his seat with the jolt, breaking nothing.


A massive arm gesticulated by his side mirror.


“You! Pull over. Gotta exchange insurance papers witchu.”


“Happy to oblige,” Remo said to himself, and pulled off an exit and into a gas station that had succumbed to urban blight. There were no pumps, plywood covered the windows, and weeds grew up from cracks in the broken asphalt.


Two probable urban predators popped out of the Camaro. Remo tagged them as probable because they came out holding Tec-9s, one hand on the grip and the other clutching the lower end of a ruler-straight 50round clip jutting from the magazine receiver.


They held the pistols before them like mechanical scythes.


“Give us whatchu got!” one grunted.


Out of the open passenger window sailed Remo’s baseball cap and the can of orange safety paint. They landed at the feet of the armed youth.


“Your wallet, fool!” one snarled.


“My wallet’s mine,” said Remo, opening the door and stepping out. “And you wouldn’t shoot a guy over his wallet.”


“Wrong. We gangstas!” the other spat.


One Tec-9 came up to shoulder height and began popping.


Remo wove wide of the sudden storm of bullets. The weapons were equipped with hellfire switches that sprang the triggers back into firing position, giving the ticky-tacky weapons an extra edge.


Which in this case was absolutely none at all.


While the hapless rental car began collecting washerlike perforations along its paint job, Remo swept in on the blind side of the nearest definite urban predator. In the strict sense, all sides were blind sides when an ordinary man armed only with a bullet-spewing handgun took on a Master of Sinanju.


The first attacker was still looking at the afterimage of his intended victim poised before the open car door when Remo’s right index finger entered his left temple and came out again in a single pumping motion.


Brain function ceased immediately, and he fell on his weapon.


This put the second man at Remo’s mercy. He had started firing late and so still had a quarter clip left. Remo hated to see all those bullets go to waste so he slipped up and under the popping barrel that was threaded to accept a silencer and turned the soft part of the gunman’s throat into an organic silencer.


The barrel lifted suddenly, came into contact with the underside of a slack jaw, and seven Black Talon rounds entered soft flesh and removed the upper quadrant of the man’s head in a single mass like a raspberry pie.


The rest of him fell flat. He landed on his back, and after a few seconds the falling top of his head snacked his face.


Remo returned to the perforated rental car after spraying an orange safety circle around the two dead bodies and then bisecting them with a diagonal slash of paint. A minute later he was back on the highway.


A mile farther along a battered gray van pulled up alongside Remo’s car, and a voice insisted that Remo’s wallet be tossed into the broad palm that floated between both vehicles.


“If I throw it, I might miss,” said Remo.


“Don’t miss, else I won’t miss,” a broad face behind the broad hand growled, displaying the perforated barrel of yet another Tec-9.


“That’s a popular make around these parts,” Remo commented.


“She be made in Miami.”


“Always buy American, I say.”


White teeth flashed in the broad face, and the broad palm shook for emphasis.


Remo shrugged and said, “I didn’t know my wallet was so popular.”


“Fuck the wallet. It’s what be in it. And I want it in my fucking hand.”


Remo slipped the wallet from his pocket, fingered out the money and ID cards and slapped the empty billfold into the hovering hand.


The hand looked strong enough to support a two-by-four, never mind a soft leather wallet, but the wallet somehow slipped to the speeding highway. Two of the man’s four fingers slipped with it, along with his severed thumb.


The man screamed with dull shock as he realized he was shy three fingers and a stranger’s wallet.


“My damn fingers! Where’d they go to?”


“If you turn around quick,” Remo said helpfully, “you might get them to the hospital in time to get them sewn back on.”


“They sew fingers back on, too? I thought that only worked with dicks.”


“If you don’t hurry, they’re going to have to sew your dick onto one of those stumps for a thumb.”


The broad man began shouting at his driver, “Turn around! Damn it! Turn around before my damn fingers get run over. I don’t want no fucking dick for a thumb.”


The van accelerated, and Remo decided to let them both live. Advertising usually paid.


The next attempt to rip him off came disguised as a silver Cadillac. It was shiny with chrome and meticulously kept up. So when it veered in front of Remo and abruptly slowed down, rather than break slowly to minimize an unavoidable crash, Remo accelerated.


The entire rear deck crumpled. Remo backed up, and as the driver jumped out screaming his rage, Remo jammed it again for good measure, destroying the vestigial spare tire.


“Look what you done to my fucking damn car!” the driver screamed.


“You stopped short in front of me,” Remo pointed out politely.


“I stopped short just to hold you up, motherfuck. Not to total my wheels. I just stole this baby today.”


“Tough. You do the crime, you gotta do the time.”


“Time? This ain’t about time! Oh, man, lookit my damn wheels.”


And while the driver was all but tearing his hair out, Remo took the can of orange spray paint he had recovered from the gas station grounds and carefully drew the circle-and-diagonal-slash “No” sign on the undamaged hood of the Cadillac.


The driver gaped at this casual act of vandalism with disbelieving eyes.


“What you do that for?” he blurted.


“It’s my mark,” Remo said casually.


“What’re you, fucking Zorro?”


“Don’t use profanity in the same sentence as Zorro. The Sam Beasley people might overhear and sue you for defamation of copyright.”


“You’re paying for that.”


“If you want my wallet, the last dipshit probably has it by now.”


A knife came out. Remo was almost disappointed. The thief might as well have pulled a plantain. But Remo let him take his best shot.


The definite urban predator came in low, going for Remo’s seemingly exposed belly. It would have been a perfect disemboweling stroke, a lateral rip calculated to split Remo’s abdominal wall into a clown grin, letting his tightly packed intestines come tumbling out.


It never landed, because Remo drove the heel of one shoe into the man’s definitely exposed belly.


The man stopped, grunted and turned green. He dropped his knife, the better to clutch his stomach. It felt strangely hollow in his mauling hands, the strong abdominal wall flapping like a loose plastic window shade. He doubled over.


When the awful smell emanating from the seat of his pants reached his quivering nose, the knife man muttered, “I think I done shit my pants.”


“Better check to be sure.”


“I ain’t shit my pants since I was little.”


The knife man was definitely greener now and still doubled over. He hobbled over to the side of the road, where he gingerly removed his soiled pants.


When he turned around, the knife man saw the gray slimy ropes hanging out his backside and asked, “What’s my damn guts doing on the outside of me?”


Remo shrugged casually. “You tried to disembowel me. I returned the favor.”


“I didn’t see no knife.”


“There’s more than one way to disembowel a cat,” said Remo, finishing the job by driving a knuckle into the empty cavity of the knife man’s stomach and shattering his lower spine.


The knife man made a messy pile when he sat down forever.


Whistling, Remo painted a circle around his body and ran the diagonal slash across it, intestines and all, before driving off.


“Remo Williams,” he said in a bright announcer’s voice, “you just snuffed half the car-jackers in Furioso, Florida. What are you going to do now?”


In his own natural voice, he replied, “I’m going to Sam Beasley World.”




CHAPTER THREE


FLANKED BY A RUNNING roadblock of caterwauling blue-and-gray Massachusetts State Police cars, the Presidential motorcade raced away from the University of Massachusetts at high speed, lights flashing in alternation. Scurrying traffic crowded to the side of the road. Police and Army helicopters buzzed overhead like protective dragonflies.


No one noticed the weaving white Ford Aerostar van as it scooted down the opposite lane to turn up the UMass access road.


If they had, they couldn’t have failed to notice the driver. Or the bulky virtual-reality helmet encasing his head like a sensory-deprivation sphere.


Despite the fact that he couldn’t see past the helmet’s blank eyephone goggles, the driver slid up the curving access road without scraping a fender.


“You’re almost there,” a voice inside the VR helmet said softly.


“This is so neat,” the driver burbled. “It feels exactly like I’m driving a real car in the real world in real time.”


“Pay attention to the mission, not the technology,” the soft voice told him. “You are in a totally immersive experience which requires absolute concentration.”


“Got it. What was all that commotion back there?”


“You have entered the action phase of the experience.”


“Great. No offense, but except for the high-res graphics, it’s been a pretty uneventful ride so far.”


“Did you notice anything unusual about the motorcade?”


“Yeah, they were hauling ass to beat the band.”


“The President has just been shot.”


“Damn.”


“You and only you can find the assassin hiding in the brick buildings directly ahead of you.”


“Good game concept.”


“That is the parking-garage entrance on your left. Drive in there.”


“Shouldn’t I be making my own decisions?”


“You can try the branching nodes later. The clock is ticking. Here is the game scenario. Rogue CIA and Secret Service elements are trying to get to the assassin first. If they succeed, the cover-up will begin and the American people will never know the terrible truth.”


“Count on me,” said the driver, flooring the accelerator.


It was incredible, from the authentic sound of a racing six-cylinder engine to the acoustics that changed as soon as he slid into the virtual-reality underground parking garage beneath the illusionary University of Massachusetts.


“This is really cool,” he blurted. “I actually smell stale car exhaust.”


“The Jaunt VR System has a forty-thousand-facsimile olfactory library. We call the process 0lfax.”


“Olfactory library. Sensurround sound. Vehicle simulation. Your guys have put together the VR system for the twenty-first century here. Damn! Everything looks, smells, sounds and feels real. Really real.”


“The Jaunt System has achieved seventy-five million polygons per second of resolution. Mere reality is estimated at eighty million polygons.”


“Let me tell you,” the driver said, parking the car in the nearly empty garage. “You can’t hardly notice those missing five million polygons.”


“Do not forget your weapon. You’ll find it in the glove box.”


The driver turned his insectlike head. The glove compartment popped open and revealed a revolver clipped to the panel. He picked it up. It felt real. Probably was.


“This is only a dinky little .38,” he said in disappointment.


“Stuffed with Devastator bullets. Perfect for your mission.”


“You could have at least included a laser targeting system.”


“Make sure you write that on the survey questionnaire when the simulation is over.”


“You bet,” said the driver, stepping out of the car. He began walking, tentatively at first and with greater confidence as the computer-generated surroundings responded to his presence.


As seen through the eyephone goggles, everything about the game was incredibly real. Oh, there were electronic glitches here and there, but on the whole the fidelity was excellent. Even the close air of the “garage” smelled stuffy. You couldn’t beat it for realism.


Except with reality itself.


And who cared about reality when by simply donning a senses-blocking head-mounted display, you could become whoever you wanted, do whatever you wanted and conquer any challenge-if you made the right decisions.


IN HIS THIRTY-ODD YEARS on earth, Bud Coggins had hardly ever made the correct decision. Not in school, not in work and certainly not in his personal life. As a consequence, he had gotten his fill of reality. He was too short, too fat, too balding and too poor to make reality work for him.


Games he could work. Standing behind an arcade video game, Coggins beat the youngest kid at Sonic Hedgehog II six times out of seven. A dozen years of playing every video game known to man had developed in Bud Coggins the lightning reflexes of a fifteen-year-old. The games had come and gone over the years. In the arcades and in home systems. Atari. Intellivision. Nintendo. Sega Genesis. Trio CD-ROM. There was no game he hadn’t played, from Pong to Myst. Mortal Kombat to Lovecraft Is Missing. Give him a joystick, trakball or lightgun, and Bud Coggins could hit the target each and every time.


When the first virtual-reality systems came in, Bud got very excited. He soon fell into a deep depression because tending bar for eight-fifty an hour didn’t pile up the money fast enough to pay for a ten-thousand-dollar personal VR game system.


But there were still ways. Trade shows. Public demonstrations. Anyplace Bud Coggins could score a free ride, he did. And because he adapted to virtual reality better than mundane actuality, the invitations kept coming in the mail.


Right now the game was called Ruby. And Bud had been selected by computer to be the first person in the history of the universe to play it. That was what the four-color invitational brochure had said. Bud Coggins had only to call a number and make an appointment.


A soft voice on the telephone had told him to come to an office park in South Boston, the site of the testing lab of Jaunt Systems, inventors of the only seventy-five-million-polygon totally immersive virtual reality gaming system on earth.


Bud had felt like an F-22 Stealth fighter pilot when they strapped him into a white Ford Aerostar van that was sitting off the concrete floor on big rubber rollers. That was so the tires would roll freely when he hit the gas, they had explained.


Once he was strapped in, they set the VR helmet on his grinning head and all went black.


When the eyephones came to life, Bud was looking at the same concrete warehouse interior he had entered. It was just as dingy, just as ill lit, and the three VR technicians were just as shadowy. All wore sunglasses, just like real life.


“Nothing’s changed,” he complained.


“You are not looking at reality,” a soft voice in his VR helmet had informed him. “You are looking at Ruby.”


“Ruby?”


“The Mortal Kombat of VR game simulations. It will look, taste, sound and feel absolutely real. And in order to properly evaluate this experimental system, you must drive as if you are driving in Boston traffic.”


“Good challenge,” said Bud Coggins, who drove in Boston traffic every day. It was said when Parisian taxi drivers congregated to swap stories about the worst drivers in the world, they invariably threw up their hands at the mention of Boston drivers.


“Got it,” says Bud Coggins, clutching the steering wheel and wondering if the new-car smell in his lungs was from the Aerostar upholstery or VR generated.


“We will see everything you see via our remote console. Do you have any questions?”


“Great. Why is the game called Ruby?”


“That will become clear as the game scenario progresses. You may start your engine now.”


Bud Coggins had fired up the engine. The car simulator revved up nicely, vibrating comfortably when he left it in neutral.


“You may exit the warehouse.”


Coggins released the brake, pumping the gas. There was a bump, and the warehouse surroundings fell behind the van, which seemed to be actually moving.


“That was one hell of a bump,” he said aloud. “It felt like I came off the rollers.”


“Sorry. Must be a bug in the software controlling the multiaccess motion-simulator seat. Is the helmet still functioning?”


“Yep. Good thing it’s padded. Think I banged it on the roof.”


“You are going to Dorchester.”


Bud turned left onto Morrissey Boulevard, and the soft voice inside the VR helmet kept him busy with questions while impressing upon him the need to avoid jostling the delicate VR gear packed in the back of the van.


“Drive as if the cars around you are real, Bud. Avoid reckless driving. Do not call attention to yourself.”


“Gotcha.”


Bud Coggins enjoyed the high-adrenaline sensations of driving through virtual Boston traffic. The other drivers were honking and cursing at him without any justifiable reason, just as they would in real life.


“People kept staring at me,” he remarked at one point.


“Ignore them. Trust no one.”


“Is that important to the game?”


“People stare at other drivers. It’s simply part of the natural feel we’ve given Ruby.”


At one point Coggins lowered his window and stuck his hand out. The cold air blew through his fingers just as it would in true expressway traffic.


“Amazing,” he had said over and over again. “I am fully, totally, absolutely immersed in virtual reality.”


BUD COGGINS was still thinking that as he crept through the simulated underground parking garage of the University of Massachusetts, stalking a Presidential assassin who could be anybody with only a .38 revolver.


“Bud, the concrete posts are color coded. You are looking for the yellow-orange section.”


“It’s just ahead,” said Bud, voice tightening in anticipation.


An elevator door slid open, and Coggins whirled in time to see the too-obvious figure of a Secret Service agent carrying a MAC-11.


The agent saw him, but was too slow. Coggins lifted, sighted and fired once. The agent went down, his weapon unfired.


“I got him. I got him!”


“Don’t shout. It will attract others. Remember all real-world scenarios have been programmed in.”
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