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CHAPTER ONE


FROM THE MOMENT HE drove through the gate, Buzz Kuttner thought there was something spooky about Woodlawn Asylum.


Maybe it was the grim-faced stone lions whose disembodied heads perched atop the brick entrance posts, or the fact that the evening sky began crackling with a sickly yellow lightning as he passed through.


Certainly it wasn’t the fact that the back of his Ford Econoline van was crammed with pilfered computer equipment. Buzz Kuttner cut deals like the one that had brought him to Woodlawn on this stormy early-September night all the time. These days a dishonest buck was about the only buck the Buzz Kuttners of the world could turn.


Another forked yellow bolt stabbed down into Long Island Sound as he sent the van circling the three-story brick building, looking for the freight entrance. The thunder, when it came, was a dull, distant thump too meek to echo with conviction.


The bulb over the freight entrance couldn’t have rated more than forty watts. Still, its dingy light was enough. The voice on the telephone had told him to look for a light over a corrugated steel door overlooking a rust-stained concrete loading dock.


Kuttner stopped, got out and threw open the van’s rear doors before backing up snug to the dock. He waited.


A warm rain started. It drummed on the van’s roof with monotonous regularity. The windshield swam. Kuttner looked at his watch, fingered the horn and considered tapping out a toot. But the phone voice who had set this up had warned him not to call attention to himself. He had been very clear on that score. In fact, he’d been very precise about everything, as if setting up surreptitious deliveries of high-tech computer equipment was SOP at Woodlawn Asylum.


Maybe it was, Kuttner thought. These days the medical industry was taking a pounding, thanks to Washington. Not as big a pounding as the computer field, but it was getting to that point.


The owner of the telephone voice-he had claimed his name was Jones, for Christ’s sake-had been extremely precise about the merchandise. Jukeboxes with WORM drives. Top-of-the-line with no commercial history or programs already installed. Jones had seemed very particular about that, too. Kuttner hadn’t argued. If the guy wanted completely virgin drives, that was his right.


Jones was awful fussy for a guy who was buying expensive computer equipment off the back of a truck, Kuttner was thinking when the corrugated freight door finally rattled up.


Looking up, he could see the man in the door mirror. A tall, gaunt shadow standing well back from the wan light of the forty-watt bulb.


Kuttner got out. “Jones?” he asked.


“Yes,” the shadow said.


It was the phone voice, all right. Jones. He tried to project a tough growl that couldn’t quite disguise the dry-as-dust tonality of his natural voice.


Warily Kuttner mounted the concrete steps. The shadow immediately withdrew a pace, as if fearful of human contact. Kuttner immediately relaxed. If this was an FBI sting, the guy wouldn’t be acting so spooky. “Got the money?” Kuttner asked.


The shadow bent down briefly, and an attach&#233; case skidded into view. Kuttner knelt, opened it and closed it after he was convinced that if there wasn’t exactly thirty thousand dollars in the case, it was close enough for government work.


“Okay,” Kuttner said, straightening, “we have a deal.”


“Installation is part of the bargain,” the dry voice reminded him.


“Just tell me where.”


“Follow me.”


The gaunt shadow abruptly turned and walked into the cavernous area behind the freight door, picking his way behind the weak web of a penlight. Kuttner followed, finding himself walking down a noticeable incline and into a cool area that was filled with great dark shapes of industrial oil furnaces. Once he passed a cobwebby old coal furnace in a corner and next to it steel barrels-filled with cold gray ash.


“I didn’t know people still burned coal,” he grunted.


“It’s for problem disposals,” Jones said.


Kuttner grunted. “Who hauls your ashes in this day and age?”


Jones didn’t answer. Instead, he said, “You told no one you were coming to Woodlawn?”


“Who would I tell? You know this is under-the-table stuff, I know this is under-the-table stuff. The fewer people who know about our transaction, the better. That’s why I worded the classified the way I did.”


“You don’t seem like the sort of man who traffics in stolen merchandise for a living,” Jones remarked.


“And you don’t sound like a guy who buys it. But that’s what the world’s come to. Guys like me, who used to pull down the big bucks installing information systems, and guys like you, scouring the classifieds for equipment that won’t bust your budget.”


Jones came to a door and unlocked it using three different keys dangling from a key ring. They passed into a dark space that was much cooler. There was no drumming sound of rain in here.


A light clicked on. A twenty-five-watter hanging from a drop cord.


“There,” said Jones. He did not turn around. He was pointing the penlight ray to a far wall where four very old mainframes stood in a brick lined niche.


There was a lot of grit on the floor, and in a corner bits of loose concrete and mortar lay in a pile. In the ridiculously weak light, Kuttner got the idea that the niche had been enlarged recently.


Jones said, “I would like the-what did you call them?”


“Jukeboxes.”


“Yes, the jukeboxes connected to the mainframes.”


“A hybrid system, huh? That’s smart. You know what you want.”


“Yes, I know what I want. Can you have the new drives installed by morning?”


“I can try.”


“They must be installed by morning. No one must know.”


“You got it,” said Buzz Kuttner, going back to the van. There was a handcart and a dolly out by the freight door, and he used them to trundle the jukeboxes and their optical WORM-Write Once Read Many-drives back to the cool room with the mainframes.


When he got the first one back, Jones wasn’t there. Of course, he might have been lurking among the furnaces. Kuttner felt eyes on his back. Suppressing a shudder, he got the other machines in place and set about hooking them together.


From time to time he was aware of Jones hovering beyond the radius of the eye-stressing twenty-five-watt light like an expectant undertaker. He didn’t know why that image jumped into his mind. Maybe it was the guy’s hollow voice and gaunt look.


To keep himself from getting too edgy, Kuttner started talking a blue streak.


“You’ve made a smart purchase here, Jones. These optical drives are going to be state-of-the-art deep into the twenty-first century. You won’t have to replace these units until the next depression-God forbid.”


“I understand that a stationary crystal data-storage unit capable of being read by moving lasers has proven workable on the laboratory level,” said Jones.


“That so? Well, if you ask me, it’s a long way from the laboratory to the kitchen-if you know what I mean.”


“May I ask you where you get your equipment?”


“Different places. A lot of computer outfits going under these days, or dumping product. I pick up what I can where I can.”


“Can this equipment be traced?”


“Not through me. These are XL SysCorp jukeboxes. The best. A voice on the phone lets me know when they have some available. I meet a guy I don’t know, cash changes hands, and I come away with my truck riding low on its springs.” Kuttner stopped. “That reminds me, you in the market for a new terminal?”


“No.”


“Sure? I got a nice one. Just happens to be in the back of my truck. I don’t even know what they call them, they’re so new. It’s a terminal built into a tempered-glass desktop. Hit a switch and the screen lights up. Comes with a touch-sensitive keyboard.”


“I do not need any upgrades beyond the optical drives.”


“Suit yourself. Like I said, these are the best. You planning to store data permanently, a WORM drive is your best bet. Write it once and it’s on the drive forever. No accidental erasures. No more screwing around with tape drives.”


“I intend to keep my tape drives as backup.”


“Reasonable choice for a careful man. And you, I can tell, are careful.” Kuttner shook a cluster of connecting cables. “So which is the master unit?”


“The one beside the standpipe,” the disembodied voice of Jones said.


Kuttner looked around. He saw the standpipe in a corner, next to the last mainframe in the line. It was vaguely rusty, but out of the open bottom trailed a flat ribbon cable.


“Man, this baby is old.”


“I have no need for cable upgrade,” said the disembodied voice of Jones.


Kuttner pulled the jukebox cables to the master mainframe and started to hook everything up in a cable arrangement called a star. He kept up his end of the conversation.


“How far up does that ribbon cable go?”


“To the second floor.”


Kuttner blinked. He craned his neck around and addressed Jones. “You mean you’ve got two whole floors between your system and your terminals?”


“Yes.”


“Okay. I guess you really don’t want anyone to know about this hybrid system of yours,” muttered Kuttner, suddenly wondering if the mainframes had been skimmed out of some warehouse, as well. If so, it was a hell of a long time ago. Still, they had been good in their day. IDC mainframes. Too bad about IDC. Kuttner had worked for them once, back in the days when if you knew computers you could write your own ticket.


As he attached the cables, Buzz Kuttner noticed that the standpipe wasn’t a standpipe. From the outside, yes, but inside it was a double sheath. Looked like copper and some other conductive metal. Maybe a nickel compound. It was the perfect shielding to soak up radio emissions. They used shielding like this on CIA and NSA computer lines so no one could intercept the radio signals computers naturally emitted and reproduce them on a remote screen. The government had a word for it. Tempest. Yeah, these cables were Tempest shielded.


What the hell kind of hospital is this? Kuttner wondered. Then he wondered if it was really a hospital at all. He remembered that Jones had given him travel instructions to Woodlawn, but in fact there were no signs. Not even at the gate. He had only Jones’s word that this place was in fact Woodlawn Asylum. And how much good was the word of a guy who stayed in the shadows and called himself Jones?


Kuttner put these thoughts out of his mind. Whatever this weird place was, he had a job to do and a deadline, and best of all a big chunk of change waiting at the end of one heavy night’s work. Who cared what this place actually was?


He kept talking. “Once you dedicate these jukeboxes to their tasks and roll the data off the mainframes, you can junk all but one of these old monsters, you know.”


“I know.”


“You need a guy to off-load your data, I got the interface. Of course, I’ll have to come back with a minicomputer. I can do a direct channel link. Take maybe two or three weeks, depending on how much data you got in these mainframes.”


“Thank you, no,” said Jones, his voice no longer a growl but very dry. There was the suggestion of an accent. New England, or maybe the South. They had a lot in common if you really listened.


“Anyway,” Kuttner resumed, “you won’t need but one mainframe. Each jukebox contains one hundred optical platters, and each platter can store one hundred megabytes. You got an even dozen jukeboxes, so you’re talking terabytes, if not googolbytes, of data storage and retrieval. Hell, if these XL’s hold out-and that’s their reputation-you won’t need to upgrade until your grandchildren are great-grandparents.”


“That is an exaggeration,” Jones said, his voice flat.


“But not much of one, right?”


“I am not in the habit of buying a pig in a poke,” Jones said. “I understand what I have acquired. The jukeboxes are sealed units. Inside is an arrangement very much like that of a record jukebox. A robot arm selects the correct WORM disk from the disk array on command and places it on the carousel for reading. It is the perfect system for Wormwood Asylum.”


“I thought you said this place was called Woodlawn.”


Jones cleared his throat with such violence Buzz Kuttner clenched his teeth. It was a very nervous clearing of the throat. “I misspoke,” said Jones. “I was thinking of the WORM drives.”


“Yeah, anybody can forget the name of the place where he works,” Kuttner said dryly.


Jones said nothing, so Kuttner continued installing. Going back to the jukeboxes-they looked like squat beige refrigerators all in a row-he noticed the ragged edge of the long niche where the mainframes stood. Bits of copper showed through the poured concrete. Grounded copper mesh, he realized. These mainframes had been practically walled in and Tempest shielded.


Woodlawn Asylum, or Wormwood or whatever it was, was no run-of-the-mill nuthouse, Buzz Kuttner decided. That was for damn sure.


SOMEWHERE in the hours before dawn-reading his watch was not easy in the dim light-Buzz Kuttner finished installing the last XL SysCorp optical WORM drive data-storage units.


They purred so softly that once the triple-locked door was locked, no one standing where he stood now would suspect that an incredibly powerful hybrid computer system was operating on the other side.


“Okay, it’s all set,” Kuttner said, brushing concrete dust off the knees of his denim work pants.


“You have completed your task?” a voice asked. It was a different voice. Buzz Kuttner whirled. In the weak light, he saw no one.


“Who’s there?” he demanded.


“I asked you a question,” the voice said. Buzz Kuttner felt his heart jump high in his throat. The voice was now directly behind him. And he hadn’t seen or heard anyone move.


“Who… is… there?”


“I am but a servant who cleans up untidiness,” said the voice.


His heart pounding now, Kuttner declined to turn around. The voice sounded vaguely squeaky.


“You mean you’re the janitor?” asked Kuttner.


“I have told you what my duties are.”


“Then you’re the janitor,”


“In which case,” the squeaky voice countered, “you may consider yourself trash.”


Kuttner turned then. He turned completely around. “Where are you?”


“Behind you.”


Buzz turned again. “I don’t see you.”


“That is because I am behind you,” insisted the squeaky voice.


It was crazy. Buzz Kuttner was turning in place, repeatedly making 360-degree turns, and the voice was continually behind him. Therefore, it could not be behind him. It was coming from somewhere else. A hidden speaker or intercom. Kuttner stopped turning in search of the source.


“What did you mean, I’m trash?” he asked the disembodied voice.


“You are a thief.”


“I’m an out-of-work media consultant and technical installer just trying to make payments on a house that’s worth less than the mortgage. What do you expect me to do, walk the floor in a department store?”


“Your wife would not like that,” the squeaky voice suggested.


“What wife? She walked when the severance pay ran out.”


“You must miss your children terribly,” the squeaky voice clucked sympathetically.


“No kids. That was my one break in life.”


“That is good.”


“I’ll say.”


“For without a wife or children, a thief such as you will not be missed.”


“Missed?”


The squeaky voice grew deep and sonorous, as if telling a story. “Men such as you were chosen by the pharaohs of Egypt for the important tasks of palace building. Men who would toil long days and nights, their efforts unbroken by thoughts of family.”


Buzz Kuttner didn’t like the way this was going, so he began backing out of the ill-lit room. The voice seemed to follow him. Now it seemed near his left ear, but that was impossible. There was no one there.


“And when their tasks were complete,” the squeaky voice continued, “they could be disposed of without a second thought, taking the pharaoh’s secrets with them.”


“I don’t know any secrets.”


“You have entered the sanctum sanctorum of the emperor I serve.”


“Emperor! You’re a nut. Wait a minute, this is a nuthouse. Of course you’re a nut.”


“I am not a nut.”


“This is twentieth-century America, and you’re talking about pharaohs and emperors and secret palaces. Of course you’re a nut. And this is an asylum. Some crazy kind of asylum, but an asylum just the same. I can’t believe you got me so worked up over a pipe dream.”


So great was Buzz Kuttner’s relief that he started laughing. It was a nervous laughter, and he let it go on a long time.


He never felt the bladelike fingernail that slipped easily into his back between two lumbar vertebrae, severing his spinal cord like a soft strand of spaghetti.


Buzz Kuttner was still laughing when he collapsed on the hard floor in the grit of shattered concrete. The laugh became breathy, then trailed off into a long exhalation and ending in a rattle that sounded like a broken continuation of his laughter.


After a silent minute the gaunt shadow returned to the room. He wore gray. His hair was white.


“Your will has been done, Emperor Smith,” said the owner of the squeaky voice. He bowed slightly, and a slice of light captured a flash of orange silk whose pattern resembled the stripes of a Bengal tiger.


“Good. Please dispose of the body.”


“Where?”


“The coal furnace. Place him inside,”


“If it is your will.”


“I would help, but I must get rid of the truck.”


A gnarled yellow claw with fingernails like ivory blades gestured toward the array of mainframes and jukeboxes. “All has been accomplished to your satisfaction?”


“Yes,” said Harold W. Smith. “CURE is now ready to enter the twenty-first century.”


“And once you have returned, you and I will be ready to enter negotiations for further service between your house and mine,” returned Chiun, Reigning Master of Sinanju.




CHAPTER TWO


HIS NAME WAS REMO, and he was whistling into the teeth of the hurricane.


The winds had been clocked at seventy-five miles per hour, and Remo was walking against them. He was whistling “The Wayward Wind,” and he could hear every note over the growing roar.


The waters off Wilmington, North Carolina, were flat and oily in anticipation of Hurricane Elvis making landfall as Remo walked along the Wrightville Beach beachfront, where plywood sheets covered the windows of upscale summer homes and cottages. People had spray-painted messages to Elvis on the plywood.


“Elvis Go Home!”


“Elvis, You’re All Wet!”


“Go Back Where You Came From!”


As if hurricanes cared.


There was a mandatory evacuation along the beachfront, and almost everyone had left. Except Roger Sherman Coe.


Roger Sherman Coe had elected to ride out the storm in his beachfront home. That was just like Roger Sherman Coe. The law meant nothing to him. The hurricane warning had been posted while Remo was en route to his rendezvous with Roger Sherman Coe. Remo had put a call to the man from his first-class seat on Flight 334.


“Is this Roger Sherman Coe?” Remo had asked.


“Yes.”


“This is Bernard Rubble from the Federal Emergency Management Agency, Mr. Coe. We’re calling all citizens in your area to personally alert them about Hurricane Elvis.”


“I’m staying,” Roger Sherman Coe had snapped.


“You’re sure?”


“Absolutely.”


“Suit yourself,” said Remo, who had then hung up and tried to keep the first-class stewardess out of his lap. Stewardesses were that way around him.


Assured that Roger Sherman Coe was determined to ride out the storm in the security of his expensive home. Remo had driven his rental car from the Wilmington airport and walked the last mile toward the beach because the state highway patrol was turning back cars on the main approach road.


Remo hadn’t minded walking. The fresh air was good for him. And because this was a simple assignment and he was in a good mood, he couldn’t help whistling.


There were a lot of reasons for Remo’s good mood, not the least of which was that the man who had taught him to whistle into the teeth of a hurricane had been recalled to headquarters. Remo didn’t know the reason for it, and it didn’t matter. All that mattered was he had a solid week without complaints about the neighbors, having old soap operas constantly on the television, and carping. Remo especially didn’t miss the carping. It usually took the form of Remo being told he didn’t truly appreciate the person doing the complaining. Remo’s comeback was that he never appreciated people who complained all the time. This invariably produced more carping and led to Remo’s pointing out that it was easier to appreciate another person when that person carped less.


So when Upstairs had called him with instructions about the Roger Sherman Coe assignment, Remo had been only too happy to oblige.


The wind plastered the black front of his T-shirt against his lean but muscular chest as Remo walked along the sand leaving no discernible footprints. He would have to think about it to leave footprints because leaving footprints had been drilled out of him.


His chinos, snug against his trim legs, were also black. His dark hair was too short for the wind to mess it up, not that Elvis wasn’t trying. Remo leaned into the oncoming wall of wind, walking at a slight angle the way he had seen people on TV news reports trying to negotiate hurricane winds.


Surprisingly it worked for him. The skills that had been drilled into him had taught him not to do the obvious Western thing when confronted with forces greater than he. He was doing the obvious Western thing and he wondered what Chiun would say about that. Maybe the obvious Western thing was sometimes the right thing to do after all.


Remo had no more time to think about it because he had come to the beachfront house numbered forty-seven. That was the number he remembered, but because he had no head for figures or trivia he pulled a sheet of paper out of his chinos pocket and verified it. He had the right house. He let the hurricane winds whip the sheet of paper from his loosening fingers, and it skimmed away like a chattering paper ghost.


Remo shifted direction, walking toward the beachfront house. Now he was walking with one side to the wind. His body, which understood these things better than he, adjusted itself, and Remo found himself walking at an angle, like the hunchback in an old Frankenstein movie.


The weathered-shingle house of Roger Sherman Coe was boarded up like all the others. Unlike the others, there was no spray paint graffiti defiance marring the wobbling plywood sheets. Not that the hurricane cared one way or the other.


Remo knocked on the door. The knock was surprisingly loud for the force Remo seemed to exert. The door shook and the house shook with it.


Evidently Roger Sherman Coe thought it was only the hurricane knocking because he didn’t answer on the first knock. So Remo knocked again.


This time Roger Sherman Coe answered. The door whipped inward, and he thrust a pale, lantern-jawed head out.


“Good afternoon,” Remo said brightly.


“I’m not leaving. I’m staying. You can’t make me.”


“I’m conducting a survey for the National Weather Service,” said Remo. He smiled. The obvious Western thing would be to scowl. Scowls triggered the fear response and risked flight or retaliation. Smiles relaxed people-sometimes right into the boneyard.


The man looked incredulous. “In the middle of a hurricane?”


“Hurricanes tend to focus the mind,” Remo assured Roger Sherman Coe. “We get better answers that way.”


Roger Sherman Coe looked at Remo’s empty fingers at the ends of his unusually thick wrists, and asked, “Where’s your questionnaire?”


Remo tapped his head. “Up here. It’s all up here.” Roger Sherman Coe just stared.


“First question,” said Remo. “Do you approve of the National Weather Service’s new naming system for hurricanes?”


“What?” shouted Roger Sherman Coe over the growing roar.


“Hurricane Elvis,” Remo shouted back. “It’s an experiment. After we saw how popular the post office was with the Elvis stamp, we thought we’d try it. You know, try to improve the popularity of tropical storms. Do you approve of Elvis as a hurricane name? Please answer yes or no.”


“No! I don’t approve of hurricanes at all.”


“Good. Now, the National Weather Service hopes that Hurricane Elvis will be just the first of a new series of celebrity hurricanes. We’re considering the following names for the rest of the hurricane season-Tropical Storm Roseanne, Hurricane Madonna and Hurricane Clint.”


“Eastwood or Black?”


“Black. Country music is big again. Now, could you rank the choices in order of preference?”


“Look, I’d like to get through Elvis before worrying about the next blow, if it’s all the same to you.”


“Got it. Now, the obligatory sexual-preference question. Do you prefer hurricanes named after men or women?”


“I prefer no hurricanes!” Roger Sherman Coe shouted, trying to hold the door open. Remo wondered why the man didn’t simply invite him in, and decided some people just didn’t know when to come in out of a blow.


“That wasn’t a trick question. I need a sexual preference.”


“Girl hurricanes sound better. I grew up in girl hurricanes.”


“Same here,” said Remo.


“Are we done now?” asked Roger Sherman Coe, squinting against the wind that seemed not to bother Remo at all.


“Stay with me. Just a couple more questions.”


“Make it fast!”


“What about building so close to the water on hurricane-active areas? If Elvis smashes this place down, do you think FEMA money should be used to rebuild?”


“FEMA is a joke.”


“Tell it to the Midwest flood victims.”


“I almost lost this place to Hugo.”


“No wonder you prefer girl hurricanes.”


“I prefer no hurricanes.”


Elvis’s wail was building now. It didn’t have the freight-train roar that characterized a full-blown tropical storm, but it was coming. Remo knew he would have to wind this up.


“Do you have any next of kin?” he asked.


“Why does the National Weather Service care about that?” Roger Sherman Coe wanted to know.


“Because you’re not going to survive Elvis,” Remo said in a casual voice.


Roger Sherman Coe saw the lips of the pollster from the National Weather Service move, but didn’t catch the words.


“What?” he shouted.


“Do you believe it’s a dog-eat-dog world?” Remo shouted.


“What kind of fool question is that?”


“A direct one.”


“Yeah, it’s a dog-eat-dog world.”


“So if you’re a dog that eats other dogs, it’s okay?”


“It’s the way the world works.”


“And if another dog, a bigger dog, decided to eat you, you can’t really complain, can you?”


“Not if I barked first.”


“You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog,” said Remo.


“What?” said Roger Sherman Coe.


“I just wanted to see if you understood why they sent me to take a bite out of you!”


“I’m not following you,” Roger Sherman Coe screamed into the growing blow.


“You’re Roger Sherman Coe. Right?”


“Right.”


“The Roger Sherman Coe who makes his living as a contract killer?”


“What?”


“Who burned down an entire house with the family in it so they wouldn’t testify against the D’Ambrosia Family?”


“Are you crazy? You have the wrong man.”


“Not according to the National Computer Crime Index,” said Remo, lifting an innocent-looking hand. He made a fist but left his index finger sticking out. He was very casual about it-because that was the Eastern way-and that gave Roger Sherman Coe time to slam the door in Remo’s face.


But not enough time to step back from the door. They say a hurricane can drive a straw through a solid tree trunk. Remo didn’t need a hurricane to back him. His right index finger shot through the panel and caught Roger Sherman Coe directly over the heart. When Remo withdrew the finger, the door slid open and Roger Sherman Coe’s jittering body fell with it. When he landed at Remo’s feet, he was already dead. His heart had burst under the piston-like power of Remo’s single finger.


The wind was pretty wild now, and Remo decided to leave the body where it lay, with the front door open. The hurricane would sweep right in, and with luck, when they found Roger Sherman Coe’s body after it was all over, his death would be blamed on Elvis. An act of God would have killed Roger Sherman Coe and not a force of nature or a secret arm of the United States government that had decided a criminal of Roger Sherman Coe’s caliber deserved the ultimate sanction.


Remo was walking away when he heard the tiny shriek.


He turned.


Standing in the doorway of the beachfront house was a little girl with sad brown eyes and dirty blond hair. She had a fist up to her mouth and she was saying “Daddy?” in an uncomprehending voice.


“What is it, April?” a woman’s anxious voice demanded. And a tall blond woman stepped into the wind. Seeing the body, she pulled the little girl away from the door, then fell on the body, crying, “Roger. Roger. Get up. What’s wrong, Roger?”


By that time Remo Williams had disappeared into the howling wind whose freight-train roar was not long in coming.


At the height of the storm, a state police helicopter spotted a man in a black T-shirt standing firm at the end of a stone jetty against the incoming wind. That was incredible enough.


The part that was astounding, and ultimately decided the pilot against reporting the sighting, was the way the man stood up to the gale. Especially when airborne driftwood and other debris snapped toward him. Each time he lifted an open hand or the tips of his shoes he smashed the wind-driven wood into splinters that were carried, whirling and harmless, away.


He looked angry. He looked very angry. A person would have to be very, very, very angry to take on Hurricane Elvis.


Strangest of all, it looked as if the guy was trying to protect a single beach-front house from destruction. And he was winning.




CHAPTER THREE


DR. HAROLD W SMITH arrived in his office as dawn broke, nodded to his private secretary and carefully closed the door to his Spartan office, whose picture window of one-way glass overlooked the dead gray expanse of Long Island Sound. It was usually a sparkling blue dotted with white sails. Today it was gray and strange and flat.


There was a hurricane watch from Charleston, South Carolina, to Block Island. Elvis had glanced off Wilmington and now was prowling up the East Coast like a howling wolf, pushing ahead of it heavy, oppressive air and sullen clouds.


Harold W Smith was not concerned about Hurricane Elvis as he settled in behind his shabby oak desk and for the last time touched the concealed stud that brought the blank glass face of his hidden desktop terminal humming from its well.


Harold W Smith didn’t know that he had executed that action-one he had performed almost daily for most of the thirty years he sat in the director’s chair of Folcroft Sanitarium-for the final time. He simply logged on and initiated the virus-scanning program. It ran its cycle in less than six seconds and announced the new WORM arrays, as well as the old IDC mainframe tape drives, to be virus free.


It had been almost a week now since he had had the new XL SysCorp jukeboxes with their WORM drives installed in the basement of Folcroft Sanitarium, the nerve center for CURE, the organization he secretly headed.


So far, Smith was pleased. It was rare for Harold W Smith to be pleased about anything. He was a gray individual to whose dry, patrician visage smiles did not easily come. No smile actually touched his thin lips this morning. Something tugged at the corners, but only someone who had known Harold Smith all his life could have recognized the faintly constipated grimace as an expression of pleasure.


It had been a long, long time since Harold W Smith had upgraded the CURE computer system. He had put it together himself, back in the early days of CURE, the government agency that officially did not exist.


Originally there was just one mainframe. Over time others had to be added. And other innovations had forced upgrades.


There was a time when, for security reasons, printouts slithered by under a desktop glass panel to a shredder, but even paper that existed for no more than sixty seconds before being committed to memory and shredded for consignment to the oblivion of the basement coal furnace represented a security risk. And so Harold W Smith had pioneered the paperless office. The four great basement mainframes alongside the new optical jukeboxes were connected with Smith’s desk terminal through the shielded standpipe, and no printer was dedicated to print its secrets.


When the Pentagon’s Advanced Research Projects Agency created the first computer network, ARPAnet, by wiring thirty-two high-powered computers together by phone link in the early 1960s, not even the Joint Chiefs of Staff suspected there was a thirty-third system involved and Harold Smith was an unsuspected eavesdropper on all that was said and done.


When data transfer by phone wire took off in the early 1970s, it was old news to Harold W, Smith. He had been doing it since the inception of CURE.


When fiber-optic cable came in, the term multiplexing was already in Smith’s vocabulary.


When the PC invaded the home market and America began dialing up bulletin boards, information services and other networks, Harold W Smith had not only been there before, but his powerful mainframes continually trolled the net, gathering information for storage and eventual security analysis.


When a remarkable new software called Windows came on the market, Harold W Smith never bothered to read about it. His version, called Doors, was ten years ahead of Windows five years before there was a Windows.


When on-screen technology brought in digital imaging, pull-down menus and other high-tech features, Harold W Smith was already there. His monochrome terminal normally displayed green text against a black screen because it was more restful to his overtaxed gray eyes, but a touch of a key transformed it into a color monitor that could bring in TV signals. This feature was only now coming onto the commercial market, but Harold W Smith had had the capability for years. Now ARPAnet had mushroomed into Internet, and half of America was sifting through the mountains of hard information and soft trivia carried along the phone and cable wires.


The way Harold W Smith saw it, he was one of the first hikers on the information superhighway back when it was the electronic equivalent of a unlit dirt road.


But lately the net had grown too large and too diverse, and the old Folcroft Four, although perfectly adapted to the mission of CURE, were no longer enough. Thus Smith had been forced to seek out a new high-performance system to augment the old. It had not been difficult. There was a ready black market in stolen information systems out there. Stolen was important. Folcroft, a private hospital, had not yet come into the information age. It would be awkward to acquire such powerful machines through its purchasing office, CURE had a vast operating budget, but it was a black budget, and unusual Folcroft purchases-especially large ones-would have to be explained to the AMA or the IRS.


And so Harold W Smith had made a hushed call to a furtive purveyor of pilfered information systems, arranged a midnight rendezvous, overseen installation of the new equipment in the basement of a nonexistent asylum and, when it was all over with, had instructed the termination of the only security risk involved in the transaction. It had been unpleasant but absolutely necessary. Buzz Kuttner had given his life for his country-he just never knew it.


When CURE had been set up in the early 1960s, its mandate was very clear and very dangerous. Locate and eliminate threats to US. security, both domestic and foreign. It had been a lawless time, one calling for extreme measures. The President who had laid the problem before Harold W Smith, a faceless CIA computer programmer whose background check showed him to be the only man the beleaguered chief executive could trust with the job, had explained it this way: democracy was not working. Corruption on all levels, combined with threats from the extremists on both sides of the political spectrum, threatened to sink the glorious experiment that was America. If this went on, the President had said solemnly, he might have to suspend constitutional liberties for the duration of the crisis-probably the remainder of the century-and rule by decree under martial law.


It would have been the end of the United States of America. Both men knew it.


So when the President-only months away from being struck down by an assassin’s bullet-told Harold W Smith about CURE, an autonomous secret agency sanctioned to circumvent constitutional restrictions to put America’s social house back in order, Harold Smith saw the wisdom of it. He became the first and only director of CURE-not an acronym, but a prescription of a sick society.


Above the law, independent of the executive branch and licensed to neutralize anyone who was deemed a threat to America’s continued survival, Harold Smith of the Vermont Smiths had run CURE in its first decade purely as an information-gathering agency. Enforcement was up to the justice system, which Smith frequently set on malefactors by anonymous tips and surreptitiously guided public exposure.


But as the justice system began to unravel during that turbulent decade and lawlessness only grew, Smith received Presidential sanction to kill.


It was a job that required a combination secret police and Superman, Smith knew. He also understood that CURE would not long remain a secret if he employed an army of agents. He found his solution in the legends of the House of Sinanju, an ancient guild of assassins who had for three thousand years protected thrones from Egypt to Rome. Every century or so the Master of Sinanju trained his successor in the sun source-so-called because it was the first and most potent of the martial arts, from which everything from kung fu to tae kwon do came.


Smith had sent an emissary to the fishing village of Sinanju on the bitter coast of western North Korea and recruited Chiun, the last Master of Sinanju, to train a white man in the ancient assassin’s discipline.


Smith had already chosen his one-man enforcement arm in an ex-Marine turned beat cop. Remo Williams was an unmarried orphan whose cool killer instincts had been proved in the jungles of Vietnam, and it had been a simple matter to frame him for a killing he never committed and, by manipulating a corrupt judicial system, railroad him to the death house.


Over the years Remo Williams, code-named the Destroyer, had operated secretly, trained and guided by Master Chiun, destroying America’s enemies. They had performed effectively and ruthlessly, if sometimes messily.


Somehow, through it all, Harold Smith, CURE and America had survived.


Still, when it came down to it, Smith preferred his computers. They were tireless, efficient, predictable and virtually infallible. Best of all, they never asked for cost-of-living raises or vacations.


And now the new hybrid system promised to increase his data storage and outreach exponentially. So far, all Harold Smith noticed was a marked increase in response time and ease of handling. The familiar plastic keys of the foldout keyboard brought information to his gray eyes at the slightest touch. But for an aging man who had toiled behind this desk for three decades managing the ultimate firebreak of American democracy as his eyesight steadily worsened, any improvement in capability was a godsend.


A faint breeze touched Smith’s face, and he looked up in alarm, one finger flashing to the stud that would send the CURE terminal dropping from sight.


Standing before the closing door was the Master of Sinanju. He stood barely five feet tall, a little mummy of a Korean wrapped in a white linen kimono resembling a death shroud and no hair on his skull except a cloudy puff over each ear.


“Master Chiun!” Smith said. “Er, I did not hear my secretary announce you.”


Chiun bowed slightly, his parchment features crinkling into a web of wise wrinkles.


“That is because she did not see or hear me pass her station,” Chiun said in his squeaky voice, often querulous but now purring with good humor. “For what benefit to the Eagle Throne is an assassin who cannot enter his emperor’s inner chambers unseen and undetected?”


Harold Smith swallowed his objection. If the President who had founded CURE could look down from the next life and see his handpicked director being addressed as “Emperor,” he would have concluded he had given over the reins of ultimate power to a dangerous megalomaniac. The truth was that Chiun had taken to addressing Smith that way because the House of Sinanju had always worked for absolute rulers, and to act otherwise would mean risking the wrath of his Korean ancestors who might also be looking on from the next life.


“I see,” said Smith. He adjusted his hunter green Dartmouth tie, the only spot of color in his otherwise gray wardrobe. Smith’s suit, hair and even his face were all shades of gray. Adjusting his rimless eyeglasses, he went on.


“You have looked over our contract?”


“Yes.”


“And it meets your approval?”


“The gold is no more than it was last year.”


Smith repressed an inward groan. “We have discussed this,” he said.


“We have discussed this,” Chiun said, his voice growing thin, “but it has not been properly explained to me how it is that the greatest house of assassins in history is not entitled to increased compensation.”


Smith did not remind the Master of Sinanju that the matter of the gold that was to be shipped to his village by submarine had not only been explained, but explained in exhaustive detail. Instead, he said with more patience than he felt, “We have a very great deficit in this country. An increase in the gold is impossible this year.”


“But the next?”


“Next year is possible. Theoretically,”


“If it is possible next year, why not this year? I would gladly forgo a significant raise next year for a modest one this year.”


Smith blinked in the face of a flash of deja vu. He was certain Chiun had spoken those exact words last year. He had got around it by providing a home for Chiun and Remo to live in.


“I am very sorry, it simply is not possible this year, and I cannot promise for next. But by waiting a year, the odds increase.”
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