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Prologue


The blood was everywhere. On the floor, on the bed. It had even splattered into the hallway outside the hospital room. God, it looked as if someone had stomped on a blood-filled balloon.


Given the condition of the two bodies discovered so far, the fact that the blood had shot out as far as the hall didn’t surprise Detective Ronald Davic. Not with the inhuman force that had been employed against the poor dead doctor.


“Damn, what a mess,” Detective Davic muttered as he circled around the far side of the corpse.


This was definitely one for the books.


The body was hanging from the wall. Actually hanging, like a cow on a slaughterhouse hook. That was a twist Detective Davic had never seen before. And it wasn’t as if he was new to this sort of thing. Before coming to town, he’d spent fifteen years working homicide in New York City.


Fused. The back of the dead doctor’s head had been fused with the wall. There was no other way to describe it.


The body hung in defiance of gravity. The dangling toes brushed the floor. The skull had hit so hard it had split at the back, creating suction that was proving difficult to pop. The police were through examining the body. At the moment, the coroner’s boys were trying to pry the head loose. They were hoping the body would drop once the head popped free.


It was all too much. When he’d first stepped into the hospital room, Davic was forced to walk on tiptoes to avoid the grisly puddles of sticky blood. The floor, the far wall, the nightstand, the bed. God, it was everywhere.


Like nothing he’d ever seen before.


“Jesus, what could have done this?” Davic muttered as the men from the coroner’s office worked around the doctor’s suction-stuck skull.


“Some of these crazies have strength like you wouldn’t believe. Like superstrength or something. This is one for the books, though. At least it’s new to me.”


Detective Fred Wayne was trying to put on a nonchalant front. Davic ignored his partner.


The kid didn’t really need to point out that this was beyond his police experience. Even if Davic didn’t already know it to be true, he could have figured it out by the way Wayne blew his lunch out in the hallway the moment he’d gotten his first glimpse inside the room.


Wayne was trying to mask his earlier loss of control with phony bluster. It wasn’t working. He still looked green around the gills. The younger detective was looking everywhere but at the body as he talked. “Uniform is searching the grounds,” Wayne said.


“Jackson and Javez are keeping an eye on them. Making sure they don’t make too big a mess.”


“The guy who runs the place back yet?”


“Not yet,” Detective Wayne replied. “He phoned his secretary yesterday to say he was on his way. Some kind of business trip. But that was long before all this. She said she has no way to reach him. Guy doesn’t even know what he’s coming back to.”


“What about the assistant? He was supposed to be at work, right? He turn up yet?”


Wayne shook his head. “We’re still searching inside. He could have left the building for something, maybe didn’t tell anyone. Or he could be another victim. I guess we won’t know until he turns up.”


“If,” Davic muttered to himself.


A sucking crack came from the rear wall.


The coroner’s men had managed to unstick the body from the wall. They tried to catch it, but it lurched forward, falling facedown in a heap on the floor. The blossomed head cavity yawned up at the cold fluorescent ceiling lights.


Detective Wayne immediately grabbed his mouth and ran out the door. The sound of dry-heaving came from the hall.


Detective Ronald Davic decided the kid might have a good idea. He needed some fresh air.


Leaving the men in the room to load the doctor’s body onto a stretcher, Davic stepped into the hallway. Another coroner’s crew was at the end of the hall rolling a gurney with the second body-this on a nurse-through the fire doors.


“Hold up,” Davic called.


A man in white held the door for him, and Davic slipped into another short hallway.


They rolled the gurney past a few windows that looked out over water. A left from this hall and they were in the main basement corridor. At the end were fire doors. Once through them, they carted the stretcher up the stairwell to the first-floor landing.


Davic scooted ahead. He held the door for the men as they rolled the stretcher out into daylight.


A silent ambulance was parked at the side of the building, its back door open.


The men loaded the sheet-draped body of the unlucky nurse inside. As they strapped it in, Detective Davic tapped a cigarette from the pack in his pocket.


He had misplaced his lighter days ago and hadn’t yet picked up a new one. Davic was afraid for a minute that he had lost the book of matches he’d scrounged from the back of a kitchen cupboard. He found them in his raincoat pocket.


As the men were closing the door on the dead nurse, Detective Davic lit up. He pulled in a deep, thoughtful lungful of smoke as he watched them move to the front of the ambulance.


The ambulance drove slowly from the side parking lot. Davic walked along behind it. He stepped into full daylight when he rounded the front of the building.


There were three other ambulances there, as well as two fire trucks, five police cruisers and a handful of unmarked cars.


Davic wondered why it was that men in official cars always seemed to park where they’d cause maximum inconvenience for everyone else. Probably just because they could.


The ambulance had a hard time threading its way through the traffic jam of parked cars. The driver bumped the right tires through the snow of the front yard to get around the landscaped rotary. It was clear sailing after that.


Lights off, the ambulance with the dead nurse drove down the great gravel driveway and passed through the wrought-iron gates. Siren silent, it drove slowly away.


Back up the driveway, Detective Davic dropped his cigarette. The wind whipped his thinning hair. He ground out the butt under his toe. Cursing the habit and the job that had forced it on him, he turned back.


The building loomed high above him. On one of the windows, someone had taped a cardboard angel, ringed with holly. A pathetic attempt to welcome in the season.


Alone in the main driveway, the police detective shook his head. “Merry Christmas,” Ronald Davic grumbled.


His words were blown away in a swirl of winter wind.


With a deep frown on his doughy face, the Rye, New York, police detective trudged slowly up the broad front steps of Folcroft Sanitarium.




Chapter 1


When the plane touched down at John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York, the tired passenger at the very back of the coach section released a silent sigh of relief.


With weary eyes the bland man in the gray suit watched the tarmac speed by. When the glass-encased terminal building rolled up to meet the plane, he exhaled once more.


Dr. Harold W. Smith was grateful to be home. When the plane had fully stopped and the passengers were given permission to deplane, Smith stayed in his seat. Not wanting to fight the crowd or draw attention to himself, he let others grab for their bags and cram the aisles. Only when the crowd had thinned did Smith get wearily to his feet.


Smith had been pressing a battered briefcase between his ankles for most of the flight from South America. Picking it up, he set it onto his seat. Reaching up, he unfastened the overhead compartment. He pulled out a small black suitcase.


Age had worn the frayed plastic corners of the once sturdy nylon bag. The zipper on the small side pocket no longer worked. It was stuck permanently shut, a few strands of black nylon thread jammed firmly in the metal teeth.


For years now Smith had kept the same carry-on at work just in case he was called away on emergencies. Of course, the types of emergencies that would likely pull Harold Smith from his desk were the kind for which packing was most times impossible or pointless. Impossible because he never knew what sort of climate he might land in, pointless because he might never return. How could one pack for every conceivable climate on the planet and why would one need a spare pair of underwear if one was dead?


In the bag were three pairs of socks and underwear, a spare white shirt, a shaving kit and a toothbrush. The toothbrush was a promotional item Smith had gotten from his dentist. For decades now after each of his yearly dental appointments, Harold Smith had made certain to collect the free toothbrush and small tube of toothpaste Dr. Rohter, his dentist, supplied his patients. One time back in the 1970s Smith had forgotten to collect the free items and had driven all the way back to the dentist’s office to get them. He wasn’t embarrassed in the least to do so. After all, the dentist got them for nothing from his suppliers. As a patient in good standing, Harold Smith was as entitled to his free toothpaste and toothbrush as any other patient.


In the bathroom cupboard of Smith’s tidy little home at the edge of the Westchester Golf Club was a shoebox filled with free toothbrushes and tiny tubes of toothpaste. The contents of some of the toothpaste tubes had liquefied from sitting unused for so long.


Smith placed his carry-on next to his briefcase as he pushed shut the door to the overhead compartment. The bag was a nuisance that he hadn’t really needed to bring with him on this trip.


A pragmatic soul, Smith had at one point considered bringing the bag home for good. It was only taking up space in his office closet. But in the end he had decided that it would be more suspicious to board an international flight with only his battered leather briefcase. And one thing Harold W. Smith did not crave was attention.


Smith picked up his two pieces of luggage. Before the crowd had thinned completely, Smith fell in with it. He left the plane without the flight attendant at the door even making eye contact. Few people ever took notice of Harold W. Smith. He was just a nondescript gray man with a worn overnight bag and briefcase.


Smith walked briskly through the terminal and out into the cold winter day without a single person glancing his way.


The sky above New York was a sallow gunmetal gray. The color of the day seemed reflected in the gaunt man with the worn bags who hurried up the broad sidewalk.


Everything about Smith seemed tinged in grays, from his three-piece gray suit to the pallor of his skin. The only splash of color that stained his otherwise absolute grayness was the green-striped Dartmouth tie coiled around his neck like a knotted snake.


His sheer ordinariness was the perfect camouflage.


No one would have guessed that this shivering gray man hurrying through the parking lot of John F. Kennedy International Airport was more than just the sum of his gray parts.


Harold Smith was much more.


Smith was director of CURE, a secret agency whose existence was known only to the highest level of the executive branch of the United States government. CURE’s mandate was to work outside the Constitution in order to protect it. As head of CURE, Harold W. Smith controlled forces far greater than any other man on the face of the planet. The fact that he looked even more boring than the average dull, gray businessman hurrying to his car on a shivering winter day was Smith’s greatest shield. His ordinariness turned away prying eyes, preventing discovery of America’s greatest, most terrible secret.


At the far end of the airport parking lot was Smith’s trusty station wagon. Like its owner, the old car was showing signs of wear but, like its owner, it stubbornly kept on going. The station wagon had seen Smith through myriad crises, political and social upheaval, seven presidents and just over thirty New York winters.


Unlocking a rusted door, Smith put his suitcase on the back seat near his neatly folded overcoat and scarf. He’d known he wouldn’t need the garments in South America, so he’d left them in his car. He was grateful to shrug on the heavy coat and draw the scarf around his thin neck.


He placed his briefcase on the passenger seat beside him as he slid in behind the wheel.


The parking slip was in the sun visor where he’d left it five days earlier.


When he’d left on his trip, Smith knew there existed a very real chance he might never return. Since the car wasn’t even worth its weight in scrap metal, he figured he’d just abandon it at the airport. Someone would eventually notice the rusted car and have it towed somewhere for disposal.


But Smith was alive, his car was waiting for him on his return and—even on a cold December day like this—the engine turned over on the first try.


Smith allowed himself a rare smile. Just because a thing was old did not automatically mean it was no longer useful.


He backed carefully from the space and drove to the booth. After paying his parking fee, he headed for the exit.


The traffic from the airport was no worse than normal. Smith scarcely noticed. So bone tired was he, he allowed himself to drive on automatic pilot. Before he knew it, he was driving through the center of his own town.


There was no need to go directly home. Before assuming the reins of CURE, Smith had worked for the CIA. His wife was accustomed to mysterious absences. Still, he had one thing to check on before going to work.


He drove through the congested center of town. A new street built in the 1980s led to the rear entrance of a big apartment complex. A dozen four-story buildings squatted on what had once been farmland. Smith parked his car in front of Building B. Briefcase in hand, he headed for the door.


A row of doorbells was lined neatly on a panel. Smith ran an arthritic finger down the list of names next to the door. He stopped at the one labeled Mark Howard.


Smith pressed the bell.


Howard was Smith’s assistant. The younger man was supposed to have been filling in for his employer at work these past few days. But Smith had phoned the office a few times while he was away, and Howard had failed to answer.


At first Smith thought something might be wrong. But he had used his briefcase laptop to check the phone lines and the CURE mainframes for tampering. The agency was secure.


Smith was going to phone his secretary, but decided against it. He didn’t want to involve her if it turned out to be a CURE problem. She had no idea what her employer actually did for a living. Besides, Smith suspected he knew what the problem was.


Mark Howard had not been feeling well these past few weeks. He seemed to be suffering from some form of mental exhaustion that was affecting his work. Smith had even given Howard some time off, but when the crisis in South America came he was forced to call his assistant back to work.


Smith wound up staying in South America longer than he had expected, to make certain the danger that took him there was completely eliminated. If Mark’s condition had worsened in the five days Smith was away, the young man might have gone home to rest.


At least that’s what Smith had assumed. But if Mark was home, he should have answered his door. Smith rang the bell again. When there was still no answer, the CURE director frowned. A tingle of concern fluttered deep in his belly.


He picked a name at random on another floor and pressed the glowing yellow doorbell.


“Yeah, what is it?” a gruff male voice asked after an agonizingly long moment.


“Exterminator,” Smith replied. His lemony voice was crisp and precise. “Maintenance called about a cockroach problem in—” he read the name and apartment number from the tag “—the Robertsons’ apartment next to yours. I’m here to spray.”


“Why didn’t maintenance let you in?”


“I was given the passkey to the apartment, but the custodian failed to give me the key to the front door,” Smith said into the speaker. “He was called away on an emergency in another building. It doesn’t matter to me if you don’t let me in. However, the insects are in a breeding cycle right now. If I have to leave now, this entire building could be infested by the time I get back.”


The unseen man exhaled angrily. “Those people are animals,” he grunted.


There was a buzz and the security lock opened. Smith slipped inside. He took the stairs to the second floor and hurried to Howard’s apartment.


The door was locked. However, unlike the security door downstairs, this one was just a standard dead bolt. Smith took out his wallet and removed a small set of burglary tools. With a few deft wiggles he picked the lock.


The apartment was dark. The curtains were drawn on the dreary morning. Smith shut the door behind him, feeling on the wall for the light switch. “Mark?” Smith called.


No answer. Smith wasn’t carrying a weapon. Stepping cautiously, he did a quick search of the apartment.


He found no one. However, there were droplets of water in the shower stall. In the kitchen, a banana peel in a bag under the sink had not yet fully blackened. A cereal bowl in the sink had a small amount of milk in the bottom that had not yet soured. Clearly, his assistant had showered and eaten breakfast in his apartment that morning.


Mark Howard was a hardworking and conscientious young man. His condition had to have worsened after Smith had left, necessitating the need to take a few days off. But he was obviously feeling better, for he had to have returned to work.


Smith shut the lights off and let himself out.


The older man didn’t feel any guilt for breaking into Howard’s apartment. Such things came with the job.


Outside, Smith climbed back behind the wheel of his car and headed off to work.


He found no traffic on the isolated road that ran beside Long Island Sound. A wall rose beside the car. Beyond it loomed the familiar ivy-covered building that had been Smith’s true home for the past forty years.


As he turned into the drive of Folcroft Sanitarium, Smith noted that the bronze plaque on the main gate had begun to lose its luster. He was making a mental note to send someone from the custodial staff out to polish it when he spied the police cars parked in front of the building.


What little natural color Smith possessed drained from his ashen face. His thudding heart rose into his constricting throat.


With an outward calm that belied his inner panic, he pulled his station wagon onto the shoulder of the main drive. He retrieved his cell phone from his briefcase.


He dialed with shaking hands. It was his secretary, not Mark Howard, who answered the ringing phone. “Dr. Smith’s office.”


“Mrs. Mikulka,” Smith said, trying to keep his voice even, “is there something wrong at Folcroft?”


“Oh, Dr. Smith. Thank goodness you finally called.” Mrs. Mikulka sounded desperate. “I didn’t know how to reach you. It’s one of the patients. He went—I don’t know what. Homicidal. He killed three people. The police are here.”


Smith felt some of the tension drain from his shoulders. It was a Folcroft matter. Nothing to do with CURE.


“I know they are,” he said.


“Oh,” Mrs. Mikulka said. “Where are you?”


“In front of the building. Where is Mr. Howard?”


“He’s missing,” Mrs. Mikulka said, her voice tight with apprehension. “He wasn’t feeling well these past few days, so he stayed home sick. He came back just this morning, before all this happened. Now he’s missing and the police are saying—Oh, Dr. Smith, I hope he’s all right.”


Mrs. Mikulka was clearly distraught. Smith was surprised at himself for the level of concern he felt for his young protégé. But there were matters more important than Mark Howard or Harold Smith. “Which patient was it?” Smith pressed.


“One of the ones from the special wing,” Mrs. Mikulka said. “They’re saying he must have gone berserk. He killed a doctor and two nurses before he disap—”


Smith didn’t give her the chance to finish. He clicked his phone shut and dropped it into his briefcase.


He knew exactly which patient it was.


With wooden movements he put his car in gear and continued up the driveway. Skirting the emergency vehicles, he steered around to the side of the building. He parked his car in his reserved space in the employee lot.


He left his suitcase in the back seat. Taking his briefcase in hand, he ducked inside the side door of Folcroft’s executive wing. With calm, deliberate steps he climbed to the second floor.


When Smith stepped into her office from the hallway, Mrs. Mikulka’s broad face brightened with relief. There was a man waiting in his secretary’s office. “Dr. Smith,” Mrs. Mikulka said. “Oh, thank goodness. This is a detective with the Rye police. I’m sorry,” she said to the man, “I forgot your name.”


“Detective Ronald Davic,” the policeman replied, offering Smith his hand. “I’m glad you’re back, Dr. Smith.”


Even as he shook the detective’s hand, Smith was gesturing to his office. “I understand there has been some difficulty,” Smith said. “Please step inside.”


Leaving his flustered secretary alone in the outer room, he ushered the detective through to the inner office.


Smith noted as he rounded his desk that nothing looked out of place. With police snooping around Folcroft, he had been concerned that they might have found their way in here. He would have to do a search of the room once he was alone.


“I spoke to my secretary on the phone a few minutes ago,” Smith began as he settled into his chair. “I have the rough details. What is the current situation?”


“You’ve got three on your staff dead—a doctor and two nurses—one man missing and the killer still at large.”


“Do you believe he is still on the grounds?”


“We’re searching. We’ve turned up nothing yet.”


“When did this happen?”


“About three hours ago. Just after seven this morning. Dr. Smith, you realize it’s your assistant director, Mr. Howard, who’s the missing staff member?”


“Yes,” Smith said.


“Did he have any kind of special relationship with the patient? Friend, relative, anything like that?” Smith’s brow formed a dark V. “No. Mr. Howard has only been on staff here for a year. The patient has been in a medicated coma for the past decade. Why?” Davic fished in his pocket, producing a folded piece of paper. When he opened it up, Smith saw it was a standard Folcroft medical chart. They were normally left on a clipboard in a patient’s room so that sanitarium staff could log test results and keep track of medications. With a finger yellowed from years of smoking, the detective tapped one of the top lines on the paper.


“Your patient’s sedatives were canceled five days ago,” Davic said as he set the paper before Smith. “I talked to one of your staff doctors. Your assistant isn’t medical staff, so he shouldn’t be messing around with which patients get what drugs. But he’s the one who signed off on the change. Now, since you say he doesn’t even know this guy, can you guess why he’d do something like that?”


Smith blinked behind his rimless glasses. The detective was right. According to the logs, Mark Howard had changed the prescribed medications for the patient in Polcroft’s special wing. And in so doing had set free one of the greatest threats CURE’s personnel had ever faced.


Smith was stunned to silence. He felt as if he should do something. As he reexamined the paper, he shifted in his chair. For the first time he noticed that the chair no longer squeaked. It always squeaked. Smith had been meaning for years to have it oiled but had never gotten around to it.


Somehow, in a moment when a missing squeak should have been the last thing on his mind, the silence of his chair roared like thunder in his ringing ears.


“I am at a loss,” Smith finally managed to say.


“Really.” It was a statement, not a question. “Well, with luck we’ll find him alive and ask him.” The detective held out his hand for the paper. Smith surrendered it reluctantly. His mind reeled as he considered how Mark Howard might deal with being questioned by the police and what it could mean to Smith’s covert organization.


“Wait a moment,” Smith said abruptly. “What was the name of the doctor? The one killed?” Davic supplied him the name from a small notebook in his jacket pocket.


“Oh, my,” Smith said quietly.


“What? Is something wrong with the doctor?” Smith looked up with worried eyes.


“A few months back he asked me about the sedatives that were being administered to that particular patient. He had wanted to cut the dosage back then. He was adamant, but I overruled him. I am afraid he might have used my absence to convince Mr. Howard to sign off on a change in the patient’s treatment.”


Of course it was nonsense. A hasty cover concocted on the spur of the moment.


One day months ago the doctor in question had indeed questioned Smith about the meds for the patient in the special wing, but he had not pressed the issue since then. The man had always done exemplary work at Folcroft. But the doctor was now dead, and Smith was willing to sacrifice the man’s spotless reputation for the sake of Mark Howard. Not that he would hesitate to take harsh action against his young assistant if Howard had betrayed CURE. But that was a matter to be handled internally—away from prying eyes.


The detective seemed to accept Smith’s story. “About this patient of yours,” Davic said as he folded the chart and returned it to his pocket. “Just what’s his story exactly? What he did to those people downstairs—” Davic shook his head “—I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“He is a unique case,” Smith explained. “He is a John Doe remanded to our custody by the federal prison system. There was some hope that we might be able to treat him. We couldn’t. His brain is completely unable to regulate the release of certain chemicals in his body. As a result, he is able to display what would be seen as incredible physical feats. But this only lasts for short spurts. He was kept medicated for his own good. Like a subject who ingests PCP, he is oblivious to the damage he is causing himself. He will continue to push and push until he tears his body apart.”


Lies piled on lies. Smith was amazed at how easily they came. Not that he could very well tell the truth. He was grateful that he’d had the foresight to concoct a cover for the patient in question years ago. A check of federal prison records would corroborate his story.


“It’s not his body I’m worried about, Dr. Smith,” Detective Davic said.


“I share your concern,” Smith said. “Our John Doe is a special case. I advise against any physical confrontation with him. Bullets might not be enough to stop him. I’m sure you’re aware of cases where police have had difficulty subduing men who were shot multiple times. I’m afraid this could happen here. Do you have tranquilizer guns?”


Davic thought the old man was joking. But there was nothing but deadly earnestness on that gray face. “No,” the detective admitted.


“Get some. Try the local animal control. In the meantime you may use ours. There are two air dart handguns locked in a security locker in the basement. I will retrieve them for you. Also, I’m uncomfortable with many police in the building. I understand your need to search, and clearly you must be thorough given the circumstances, but the needs of this institution’s other patients cannot be ignored. When you are finished looking, please remove your men at the earliest opportunity. Their presence will only alarm patients and visitors. Ultimately, I believe a search of the building is pointless. Offered his freedom after all this time, our Mr. Doe would not dawdle. It’s my belief that he has already fled the grounds. And I would appreciate it if you removed the police cars and other vehicles from the drive at once. I could barely fit past them.”


Detective Davic wasn’t used to being given orders from a civilian. The way this Dr. Smith barked them out, it sounded as if he were used to being in command during times of crisis.


“I’ll see what I can do,” Davic offered cautiously. As the detective spoke, one of the phones on Smith’s desk jangled to life. There were two phones, one black and one blue. They were both old rotary sets. None of the lights were lit on the black one.


Smith didn’t look at the ringing blue phone. “Thank you, Detective,” the Folcroft director said. He made not a move toward the telephone.


“Aren’t you going to answer that, sir?”


“Yes,” Smith said. The strained smile he plastered across his face made him look like a grimacing corpse. “Of course I am.” Heart pounding, he picked up the blue phone’s receiver. “Dr. Smith here,” he said stiffly.


“Took you long enough,” the voice on the other end of the line growled. “What, were you out frisking the nurses for swiping copier paper again?”


“Oh, hello,” Smith said, scarcely hearing the caller’s words. “Yes, that is fine. But I’m busy right now, Aunt Mildred. I’ll have to call you back.”


“Smitty, maybe you should drop the Aunt Mildred thing. At your age, any aunt you’d have would have to be a hundred million years old. Listen, we’re done in Europe, but Chiun’s acting screwier than usual. I need some busywork just to get a break from him. Gimme another assignment.”


“That’s wonderful news, Aunt Mildred,” Smith replied. “Thank you for calling. But I really must go now. Give my regards to Uncle Martin.”


He hung up the phone.


“I apologize for that,” Smith said to Detective Davic. He held his unnatural smile. “You were saying?”


The instant Davic opened his mouth to speak, the blue phone began ringing once more.


Smith grabbed the receiver. “Hello?”


“Are you on drugs?” demanded the caller angrily. Without saying a word, Smith pressed the phone to his gray vest. He felt the outline of the poison pill that he kept in his pocket press against his narrow chest.


“Forgive me,” Smith said tightly, “but this is an important business call that I need to take. Will you excuse me for a moment?”


“Yes, sir,” Davic said. The detective left the office, pulling the door tightly shut.


“I can’t talk at the moment,” Smith said into the phone. “There’s a crisis here.”


“Crisis shmisis,” the voice on the phone dismissed. “Are you gonna give me another assignment, or do I have to scrape one up on my own? And believe me you wouldn’t like that. I’m in an ‘international incident’ kind of mood.”


Smith hesitated. This was one of only two men on Earth who might be able to help right now. On the other hand, with the police here, he might just invite more questions.


Smith booted up his computer. He found an active file at the very top of CURE’s target list. Spitting out a few rapid commands, he hung up the phone.


Quickly shutting off his computer, he headed back out to find the detective. When he entered his secretary’s office, he found Davic talking excitedly on a cell phone.


“I’ll meet you out front,” he was saying. He clicked off the phone, stuffing it in his pocket. “We found another body,” Davic said to Smith. “Out in the woods near the north wall. They think it might be your assistant.”


Mrs. Mikulka gasped. Pressing one hand to her open mouth, she fell back into her chair. She looked up at Smith with frightened, tear-filled eyes.


Standing next to her desk, the Folcroft director put an arthritic hand on her shoulder. He gave a comforting squeeze. It was a greater show of emotional support than he’d given her when her husband had passed away of a sudden heart attack eighteen years before.


“I am going with you,” Smith insisted to Davic. It was clear by his tone that there would be no arguing.


Detective Davic made a quick decision. “Let’s get those tranquilizer guns,” he said, spinning for the door.


As the two men hurried from the office, Smith already had his key chain in hand. And etched in the lines of his patrician face were equal parts determination and dread.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he wasn’t quite sure of the correct spelling of the word traitor.


Remo had bought the newspaper at the airport in Miami, taking it with him when he boarded his plane. He had dropped into the seat and opened up to the entertainment section. Forced to bum a pencil from a flight attendant because he’d forgotten to buy one of his own, he had settled down with the crossword puzzle on his knee and a very determined look on his face, and he got stuck on his very first word.


Traitor should be an easy word to spell. But from taxiing to takeoff, he just couldn’t seem to get it right. Was it e-r or was it o-r? He wrote it a bunch of times in the margin around the otherwise blank crossword puzzle. He wrote it so many times that both versions were starting to look just as right to him.


The plane was flying over the Gulf of Mexico and Remo still hadn’t gotten it. He decided that it was high time he got some help.


“Hi,” Remo said enthusiastically to the passenger in the seat next to him. “Could you tell me the proper spelling of traitor?”


Diet Pepsi launched out both of the man’s nostrils.


“What?” he gasped, nearly dropping his soda can.


“Traitor,” Remo repeated. “I can’t seem to get it right.” He held the newspaper out for inspection. Remo’s seatmate saw the word in question. It was written in between every available column space and all around the margins of the paper. Over and over. In script, printed out. In capitals and in lowercase letters.


As he read that carefully written word, Alex Wycopf’s world collapsed. His mind whirled. His nostrils burned from Pepsi. The knees of his white cotton pants where he’d spit his mouthful of soda were stained brown.


“You know how you get stuck on a word and you just can’t seem to get it?” Remo asked. He smiled a disarmingly innocent smile.


“I … what? Oh. Yes.”


Alex Wycopf didn’t know how he’d even managed to say that much. His blood sang a concert in his ears. For some reason his eyes were watering, even though he was too afraid even to cry. And through Wycopf’s near-panic attack, the man sitting next to him continued to stare that vacant stare and smile that little knowing smile and hold out that scrap of paper with that incriminating word emblazoned a hundred times over for all the world to see.


“So do you?” Remo asked.


“Do I what?” asked Alex Wycopf, his face turning as white as a crisp sheet of first-grade notebook paper. “Do you know how to spell traitor?” Remo asked.


“Oh.” Wycopf blinked. “Um, no. No, I don’t.”


Remo’s face grew disappointed. “No? Oh.” He returned to his crossword puzzle.


A passing flight attendant noticed that Alex had had some kind of trouble with his drink. He offered the shaken man a napkin to dry his pants before going off in search of a towel.


“I don’t like traitors,” Remo announced abruptly once the flight attendant was gone. “Whether or not they’re with an e or an o. I happen to love America. Don’t you love America?”


“I, um, sure,” Alex Wycopf said. He was dabbing at the knees of his pants. His slick wet palms soaked the flimsy paper napkin.


“I don’t mean as an angle or a dodge or a way of making a quick buck selling her out,” Remo said. “I mean really love America. In the patriotic sense. That’s the way I am.” He tapped his pencil on his newspaper. “It’s funny that I still do. I’ve seen so much over the years, you’d think my attitude would have changed. But I’ve been doing a little soulsearching these past few months and when I think about it—really think about it—I do still love America. Funny.”


The flight attendant was back with a wet towel. Remo shifted in his seat, and the man cleaned the sticky soda off the back of the seat in front of Wycopf. He took a few swipes across the floor before retreating to the galley.


Alex Wycopf didn’t know what to do. He just sat there looking dumbly ahead. He was staring at a rivet on the back of the seat in front of him. Suddenly that rivet was the most interesting thing on the face of the planet. Nothing else mattered—not the plane, not this trip, not his seatmate who somehow knew the truth even though no one should have.


“Crossword puzzles are hard,” Remo observed, shattering Wycopf’s brief moment of terrified solitude. “I remember the nuns used to make us do them sometimes back in grade-school English class. They did it at the very end of the year, just before summer vacation. It was supposed to be fun. Most of the year wasn’t fun, and I guess crossword puzzles were their way of letting us let our hair down. Some of the kids seemed to like it. The ones like me in the back of the class would rather have been pounding erasers out in the recess yard than doing crossword puzzles. Hey, there’s another one. Eraser. Does that have an o or an e?”


By now Wycopf had regained composure enough to speak. “That’s an e,” the traitor said.


“So you’re certain eraser has an e but you’re not sure how to spell traitor?” Remo said. “That’s funny. You’d think you of all people would be able to spell traitor.”


Alex Wycopf couldn’t believe it. He had held out some hope that this was all a bizarre fluke. That he hadn’t really been found out. He wanted to leap out of his seat. He wanted to run for the exit, kick it open and take his chances jumping out over the Gulf of Mexico.


But his seatmate was no longer paying attention.


Remo was engrossed once more in his crossword puzzle.


Maybe Alex was getting worked up over nothing. Maybe this was an innocent mistake after all. Maybe the guy sitting next to him was just someone doing a crossword puzzle who happened to be stuck on the word traitor. Maybe he didn’t know anything at all about the treasonous acts Alex Wycopf had performed in the past and was about to perform again. Maybe his world wasn’t about to come crashing down.


All at once, his seatmate looked up from his newspaper.


“I know,” Remo said firmly.


And as he looked into those deep-set brown eyes, Alex Wycopf knew with cold certainty that he was staring into the very eyes of his own death.


“‘Mother on The Brady Bunch,’” Remo said, reading another clue from the puzzle. “Do they mean her real name, or her name on the show? And what about those of us who’ve never seen an episode? Who writes this stuff?”


He scribbled something on the page, thought better of it, then erased it.


Alex Wycopf gripped the arms of his seat. His knuckles ached from clutching so hard. The whine of the propellers was so loud he thought he’d go deaf.


“Gee whiz, you sure sweat a lot, don’t you?” Remo said.


Beside him, Alex Wycopf’s face had gone from white to red. He was panting now, his heart thudding madly in his chest. It was as if he were suffocating. There was plenty of air. He was pulling it into his lungs, but it wasn’t doing any good. Hyperventilating, Wycopf was on the verge of passing out when Remo tsked unhappily.


“Now, now,” Remo warned. “This isn’t the time for anxiety attacks. I need you around a little longer.” Remo stuck his hand behind Wycopf’s back, manipulating a cluster of nerves at the base of the man’s spine. Alex felt the breath return to him. He filled his lungs with air. The deafening propeller noise receded to its normal hum.


Alex Wycopf was himself again. Alive, breathing and terrified out of his mind. He moaned pathetically. “How do you know?” Wycopf whispered sickly.


“Hmm?” Remo asked, looking up from his puzzle. “You mean how do I know you’ve betrayed not only your country but the entire Western world? That’s a long story.”


This was the God’s honest truth. It was a long story. It had started a couple of decades before when an innocent beat cop named Remo Williams was sentenced to die in the electric chair for a murder he didn’t commit. The chair hadn’t worked, and Remo awoke in Folcroft Sanitarium with a new face and a new life. He was to be the enforcement arm for CURE, America’s extralegal last line of defense.


At Folcroft, Remo was remanded to the custody of the Master of Sinanju, a Korean martial artist whose wizened form was the perfect camouflage for the most dangerous man on the face of the planet. The skills he imparted to his young student changed Remo Williams, heart, mind and soul.


With Sinanju a man could perform seemingly impossible feats of strength, speed and skill. For those blessed to view life through the prism of Sinanju, it was as if the normal world were slowed down and slightly warped.


Remo had learned and learned well, eventually attaining full Masterhood himself. At the moment his official title was Transitional Reigning Master. It was only a matter of time—a short time if his teacher could be believed—when Remo would become the Reigning Master of Sinanju. The one man in a generation permitted to accept that proud mantle.


Surprisingly, Chiun—Remo’s mentor and the current Reigning Master of Sinanju—was okay with surrendering his title to his pupil. Remo was okay with it. Everyone who mattered was okay with it, and all was right with the world.


Until two days ago.


For the past few months Chiun had been writing and mailing some sort of mysterious letters. Every time Remo had asked what they were all about, he was told by his teacher to mind his own business. Remo knew in his gut it was going to be bad news for him. Everything was always bad news for him. And Chiun certainly hadn’t been skulking around these past months planning a surprise party.


Of course Remo was right.


Two days ago he had seen one of Chiun’s shiny silver envelopes on the table of an assassin in Switzerland.


There was no mistaking it. This killer-for-hire who Remo had never met before had for some reason received a note in the mail from the Master of Sinanju.


Chiun confiscated the letter and killed the killer before Remo had a chance to find out what was going on.


On their way out of the country, Chiun mailed five more envelopes, said they were the last, told Remo not to ask again or else and then lapsed into some kind of weird melancholic funk. It was almost as if he had decided his work on Earth was done. Now that he had an heir apparent in Remo, there were no more challenges for the old man to face.
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