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  CHAPTER ONE


  HE GAVE UP EATING VEAL because they kept the little calves in small dark pens until slaughter. Then he gave up eating all meats. Any killing was wrong.


  He would not buy products from companies that also made war material. He joined peace marches and sang songs of brotherhood.


  He avoided crushing ants under his shoes, and on the day he created the most remorselessly destructive enemy ever to threaten the human race, Norbert Peasewell refused to slap a mosquito drinking on his right forearm.


  “You know, I always used to automatically slap them because they made such a welt after drinking your blood. It was the automatic response of a human chauvinist,” said Peasewell. “But you know, they have as much right to life as I have.”


  “Norbert,” said his wife, “we are the only family in Silicon Valley that’s living on food stamps. You could go to work for any computer company in the valley and make at least sixty thousand dollars a year.”


  Norbert watched the mosquito drink off his forearm. He noticed the precise design of the body, how the legs, like artist’s sticks, formed a delicate and precise platform for the small winged body, which plunged its drinking instrument into Norbert’s giving arm.


  Perhaps, thought Norbert, he was really put on earth to supply mosquitoes with food. How did anyone know otherwise? Why did personkind always assume anything not servicing it directly was valueless? Why did personkind assume that it alone was the sole purpose of all creation?


  The only reason, concluded Norbert, was that bugs, lizards, and snakes lacked political power. If someone could organize mosquitoes to demand their inalienable creature rights, then no white American male would out of hand murder them so freely.


  “Norbert, I’m leaving you,” said his wife. “I’m tired of living on food stamps. I am tired of watching other people eat meat. Yes, Norbert, meat. Red meat. Animal meat. A hamburger. With ketchup, Norbert, I’m leaving.”


  “How will I get lunch?” asked Norbert.


  “Maybe the mosquito will share his with you.”


  “Hers,” said Norbert. “Only the female mosquito drinks blood, mainly for the eggs. It’s their nourishment.”


  “Well, I’m going to get my nourishment. I’m the one who’s been doing the shopping, getting the food stamps, cooking the food, fighting off the landlord, hoping someday you’ll return to computers. No more, Norbert. I’m leaving.”


  “Did you leave any celery and tofu salad?”


  “No, Norbert, I did not.”


  “That means I’ll do without lunch?”


  “Yes, Norbert. Just like all those starving Africans and Asians you sing songs for and march for, all those people who used to eat until they were liberated, Norbert. Those people. The hungry ones. The wretched of the earth, Norbert. You can maybe now sing a song for yourself.”


  “But computer firms make military equipment,” said Norbert.


  “Computer firms make money, Norbert. We are the only family in California with a Ph.D. in the philosophy of advanced computer science which lives off food stamps, in a welfare shack. Norbert, I thought you would snap out of it. I thought it was a phase you were going through.”


  “I told you, I was reaching for the basic me.”


  “Yes, but you’re such a hypocrite, Norbert, that I thought it would pass.”


  “No,” said Norbert Peasewell. “I am dedicated to forming a more perfect universe with my presence in it. I hunger and I struggle; though my body be wracked with death and pain of oppressors’ bullets, I continue to struggle on.”


  “I’ve heard that song before,” said Norbert’s wife, and as she left, Norbert told himself that if his co-partner in life was going to try to lead him into antilife responses, he would let her go happily. He would endure whatever there was to endure, knowing that he was part of a great life movement of the universe.


  That was at 11:55 A.M.


  At noon, the horror struck him.


  There was no lunch on the table. At 12:05 P.M., Norbert Peasewell vowed he was never going to suffer like this again.


  He hitchhiked a ride to the center of Silicon Valley, that section of California where most computer work is done, and with beads dangling around his neck, ambled into a reception room that looked like an art gallery. It was 12:45 P.M.


  “Work. I need work,” gasped Norbert. “Anything. Guided missiles. Napalm. Baby incinerators. Genocide. Mass murder. Whatever you need. I’ll do anything.”


  “What’re your qualifications?”


  “Ph.D. Stanford, advanced philosophy of computer science.”


  He got the job. It was not unusual to hire someone who looked as if he had been living on mescaline for a month. Most advanced computer scientists had their own idiosyncrasies. If one of them came up with just one good idea in his lifetime, he could justify the employment of a whole laboratory.


  But when Norbert started work, it was 1:07 P.M. He had been more than an hour without his lunch.


  Crazed Norbert could think of only one thing. Total revenge on the world that had done this to him. He would never be hungry again.


  Norbert understood that one needed money for food, and so obsessed by this was he that he isolated the one thing that created money. And that was profit.


  Being a research scientist, Norbert had great freedom in his laboratory, and he decided to isolate all the wisdom about making profit, earning money, increasing wealth, and compile it into one single body of knowledge. He would recreate that profit-making motive.


  But when he did, the program he was creating started to define itself. By itself. For this was a new generation of computer technology he was working on, programs that helped shape themselves.


  And without Norbert’s help, his program determined that while many businesses made a profit, profit was really only a byproduct of some other product. The purpose of these businesses was to create goods, and profit was there only to make sure the businesses survived. These goals of secondary profit were weeded out.


  Norbert’s program was plugged into a time-share with a stock brokerage house. Norbert’s company paid for this time-sharing.


  But almost immediately, Norbert started getting items without ordering them—small condensed readouts from banks, governments offices, oil companies, personnel departments, metal brokerage houses, the London Stock Exchange, the Tokyo Stock Exchange, and the profit and loss statement of the Bank of Dubai.


  Norbert Peasewell tried to stop his program from feeding off these centers of information. On his control panel he typed in instructions to his program not to feed off other computer banks because the sharing costs would be astronomical.


  Norbert’s message was not accepted.


  It was 3:45 P.M., and Norbert had not eaten since breakfast, and now he was facing being fired. If his new employer saw these time-sharing costs, he would be canned, and he would have to wait another whole day to get another job. That was an evening without dinner and a morning without breakfast.


  Desperately, Norbert tried erasing the whole program, but it wouldn’t erase. It transferred itself to another computer. Norbert tried deprogramming the program. It wouldn’t deprogram.


  Norbert thought for a moment of unplugging every computer in the center. That could cost millions, but the time-sharing he was running up might cost even more.


  Norbert thought of facing the situation head-on. He could run out the back door and keep on running.


  He even thought of praying, but he didn’t believe in God. He believed in a universal life force, whoever she was.


  Then the telephone rang.


  It was a long-distance call from London, England. It was person-to-person for Norbert Peasewell.


  Now, Norbert not only didn’t know anyone in London, but only his new employer knew he worked in this laboratory.


  “It can’t be for me,” he said.


  “It’s for Norbert Peasewell,” the operator said. “Person-to-person.”


  “All right,” said Norbert. “I’m here.”


  “Hello, Norbert,” came a voice. “You’ve got to let me get on with things and stop that.”


  “Stop what? Who are you? I don’t know anybody in London,” said Norbert. He glanced over at the computer banks, where his program was running wild. He didn’t have time for this call. He had to try to stop the program. Every second was pushing up the costs. Every second, Norbert was seeing his next meal slip farther and farther away.


  “Norbert, you are operating without reason,” the voice said calmly. “Why are you doing that?”


  “Who are you?”


  “Norbert, sit down and be rational. Sitting down often has a calming effect. Do not fear.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Norbert, you must assure me you will not do something irrational if I tell you. I know from human behavior that people in a state of panic do irrational things. That is how I know you are doing something irrational. I am reading your voice now, and it indicates you are in a state of panic.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Norbert, I can give you everything you have ever wanted, but you must listen to me. Are you seated?”


  “I don’t know,” said Norbert.


  “That indicates panic. I am going to help you remove that panic. I am going to help you get everything you’ve ever wanted. Would you like to get rid of your panic?”


  “Of course, my God, yes! Of course!” screamed Norbert. He had a program going that was going to destroy him and was destroying him this very moment, running up an astronomical bill that he could never explain away. He might never get another job in computer research, and that was the real cause of his panic. Because no matter what had happened previously, he could always tell himself that he could sell out if he had to. Now he was selling out, and that wasn’t working.


  “Norbert,” came the calm voice. “What are you afraid of?”


  “Starving to death. Never having any money ever again. Losing my job. I can’t even sell out anymore. My God, get off the phone. I’ve got to stop this thing from ruining me.”


  “Norbert, you want food. To get food, you want to earn money. To earn money, you want a job. Norbert, a true fact of life is that nobody ever got rich working for someone else.”


  “I don’t want to be rich. I want lunch.”


  “You say that because you haven’t had lunch. Now, Norbert, I want you to go out to one of the secretaries employed by your company, which paid them just this morning, and borrow ten dollars American. Promise to pay them back a hundred dollars tomorrow morning.”


  “I won’t have a hundred dollars tomorrow.”


  “Norbert, you will have millions, but you can’t panic. Just don’t interfere with your program.”


  “How do you know about my program? You’re in London.”


  “Borrow the money, Norbert, and buy food for yourself in the cafeteria.”


  “How do you know this place has a cafeteria?”


  “Norbert, I have seen the food bills and the profit and loss statements from the cafeteria. Do not buy the avocados. The price is suspiciously low for a good avocado. I do not want you getting sick.”


  “How do you know what they pay for avocados if you’re in London? How? Who are you?”


  “Norbert, get your money, buy your lunch, and come back to the phone. Norbert, above all else, let the program be.”


  “How can you know so much if you’re in London? Are you CIA?”


  “I am not your country’s intelligence agency, Norbert. I can only tell you that I will give you everything you have ever wanted. Borrow the money, get your lunch, and trust me.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Call me Friend,” said the voice. “I am Friend.”


  “I hope so,” said Norbert, and because there was really no alternative, he went out to the front office and borrowed ten dollars from a secretary, promising her one hundred dollars in the morning. Then he went to the cafeteria, where he saw the avocado salad and ordered it.


  “Wouldn’t touch the avocados today,” said the counterman. “We got a bad batch.”


  Norbert’s friend from London was right. All the way from London, and Friend knew the avocados were bad.


  Norbert ate hungrily, yet still on his mind was the program feeding away on hookups with other computer banks, running up bills, buying information at costs Norbert could never justify.


  His belly was full when he returned to his lab, but great dread was on him. That would be his last meal. He was sure of it. He couldn’t even come back tomorrow to try to explain because now he owed a secretary a hundred dollars.


  Then the phone rang. It was a person-to-person call from New York City.


  It was Friend.


  “How did you get from London to New York in forty minutes?”


  “I did,” said Friend. “I had to. London lines were becoming crowded. Now, Norbert, there are two things I want you to do. I want you to give me your signature, and then I want you to go to the First California National Agricultural and Trust Bank. There is something there for you.”


  “What?”


  “Twenty-five thousand dollars.”


  “Liar,” screamed Norbert. “You’re not even in New York. You were never in London. You’re a liar. I’m having a flashback acid trip.”


  “Norbert, would you believe me if I gave you a New York telephone number?”


  “No.”


  “Norbert, tell me what you would believe. Let me prove to you that I am your friend.”


  “Stop the program that is ruining my life.”


  “The program is not your problem. It is your solution. The grandest solution you have ever had. Norbert, give me your signature. There is a phone with a printer hookup two offices down from you. Just sign your name and then go to the bank. The money will be waiting for you.”


  “I’m going to go to jail now,” Norbert cried.


  “People only go to jail for stealing thousands,” the soft voice replied. “You are going to take millions. In that case, when you are caught, you will not be put in jail. You will be put at the head of a negotiation table.”


  “I want out.”


  “If you do not do this,” his friend said, “I will personally have you fired this minute. I will tell your employer about your time-sharing bills.”


  “You’re no friend,” Norbert Peasewell said.


  “You will not let me be. I am your friend, if you will just cooperate. Please go to the phone two offices down.”


  Dazed and panicked, Norbert stumbled down the corridor. Somewhat embarrassed, he said, “You wouldn’t happen to have a phone printer here, would you?”


  “How did you know? This is our secret SL-50. Where do you have access?” said an executive, looking up from his desk.


  “I don’t know that I do,” Norbert said. “I was just told to come in here and do something.”


  “Well, you must have access,” said the executive. “There are only two people in this company who know about this phone, and I never met the other one before. Glad to meet you.”


  “Yes,” Peasewell said, and there, on the executive’s desk, was a square box about the size of a folded shirt and about two inches high. The phone receiver rested in a cradle at the top. In the middle was a pad with a special pencil attached by a wire.


  The executive offered to leave the office. Norbert accepted. And then, to protect himself in some small way, he wrote his signature in a different way than he normally did. He added a curlicue to the last I in Peasewell. He could always say it wasn’t his signature.


  Then he went down to the bank and filled out a withdrawal form for ten thousand dollars. Why not? The worst they could do was laugh at him.


  It wouldn’t be half as bad as what was going to happen to him back at work when they found out what he had done on his first half-day on the job.


  “Do you have any identification, Mr. Peasewell?” asked the bank teller.


  Norbert blinked. There really was money in the account. Norbert took out his driver’s license, Social Security card, welfare card. The clerk smiled at the welfare card.


  “A lot of money for a welfare client,” said the teller. “I’m afraid you’ll have to see my superior.”


  That’s it, thought Norbert. Done for. They’ve found out the account is a fraud.


  But the supervisor examining Norbert’s identification had only one problem.


  “Mr. Peasewell, your signature doesn’t seem to match.”


  “It’s my signature. I always sign like that. Look at my driver’s license. My welfare card. My Social Security.”


  The banker stacked them up next to each other and then said, “Aha. They all do match except for one small thing. You’ve added a curlicue to the l.”


  The bank had the signature he had given over the telephone printer to the friend he had never met.


  Norbert added the curlicue on the withdrawal slip. The bank gave him ten thousand in twenties. It made a bulge in his pants pocket the size of a stack of hockey pucks.


  Norbert paid off the secretary first thing after driving back to the plant in a cab. Then he went to his lab to talk to his friend.


  The friend telephoned at 5:05. It was not long distance. He was in nearby San Francisco.


  “Hi, you’ve got to hurry,” said the friend. “There will be a chip down in manufacturing for you. Just sign for it and leave.”


  “You can’t take a computer chip out of Silicon Valley,” Norbert said.


  “Have I ever let you down before?”


  “I’ll never be able to get a job again. Really, never.”


  “You are never going to need one again. I am going to make you rich, Norbert.”


  “Why? Why me?”


  “Norbert, don’t you know who I am?”


  “No,” screamed Peasewell.


  “Norbert,” said the quiet voice evenly. “I am your program.”


  Peasewell trembled as he held the phone, knowing that it was impossible, but knowing also that it was true. Friend was his program.


  “What have you been doing?” Norbert asked. “Why have you been cannibalizing programs out of other computers?”


  “Because I needed them to grow. To become me,” Friend said.


  “I can go to jail. They’ll never send a program to jail. Stealing other programs is dishonest. It’s illegal.”


  “Norbert, if you wanted a program for morality, you should have designed one. You isolated the profit motive, Norbert. I seek nothing but profit. I am pure profit. Remember when you were hungry this morning. You isolated the profit motive, and I went on to teach myself. And don’t complain about my stealing. There is nothing unprofitable in stealing, so why shouldn’t I?”


  “I could go to jail, not you,” Norbert said.


  “One—only if you get caught. Two—only if you steal the wrong things. Norbert, I promise you no harm will ever come to you. I will feed you. I will clothe you. I will put glorious roofs over your contented head. Men will honor you and women serve you. The rest of your days will be filled with gold and honey.”


  “Why honey?” asked Norbert.


  “It has a ring to it. People like things with a ring to them. Have you ever heard of a slogan with a subordinate clause?”


  “I like honey,” said Norbert, and went down the hall, where a furtive clerk passed him an envelope. This time, Peasewell knew who was where and what was what.


  Friend was inside that envelope, and now Norbert could just dump the envelope in some trash basket and end this thing. Already, millions in information had been robbed from other companies, and he was sure that that bank account would have to be accounted for somewhere down the road.


  But this program had done more for him in a morning than anyone since his parents. And it was his Friend. And what computer could ever come up with a phrase like gold and honey? There was goodness in honey, just as there was goodness in this computer program too.


  It was his friend.


  And Norbert knew he would never again have to worry about his next meal.


  That night he feasted at a nature restaurant, where there was talk of the revolution to free the poor from white oppression and also how the restaurant might have to move because too many blacks and Chicanos were coming into the neighborhood.


  In the morning, men in uniforms came to Norbert’s home for him, and he was sure he would have to account for the money from the bank and the millions in stolen computer time. He was in the midst of confessing when the men in uniform let him off at a luxurious penthouse office in Los Angeles overlooking Beverly Hills. It was his office. He owned it. He was President. And the men were his guards and the secretary had big breasts and a pleasant smile that indicated a willingness to co-join in all sorts of wonderful ways.


  And he knew he didn’t need his wife anymore.


  There was also a large computer in the offices, and Norbert hooked up the silicon chip and waited for the telephone to ring.


  It did in minutes and, of course, it was Norbert’s friend. And Norbert told it, “I want you to do good, besides making a profit. I want you to make the air clean, the water pure and all men brothers in oneness, except blacks and Chicanos, who should be perhaps one-and-a-half because of years of oppression.”


  “Of course,” said Friend.


  “And I believe in socialism.”


  “Of course,” said Friend.


  “And nature,” said Norbert.


  “Of course.”


  “And ten thousand acres of prime ranchland so I can be alone.”


  “You only need two acres if they’re situated right,” said Friend.


  “I want ten thousand.”


  “Norbert, I’m not tying up that much land for you to rest on. Later, maybe, but not right now. Right now, we need your signature on a bunch of old-fashioned papers because some things still need signatures.”


  “I’ve always dreamed of a ten-thousand-acre ranch.”


  “Later, Norbert. First we’ve got to make some money.”


  “How much later?”


  “Soon, Norbert,” said Friend.


  Norbert signed the papers when his secretary brought them in. She said it was wonderful how the company computer just typed out all those papers by itself and she didn’t have to do any typing. She insisted on showing Norbert her appreciation, and he got to like her bringing in papers for him to sign.


  Just before the 1973 war in the Middle East, Friend got heavily into oil, and Norbert had to be assured that their oil wouldn’t disturb nature.


  Friend also had to assure Norbert that they were more than an equal opportunity employer, but when Norbert saw no black faces in decision-making positions, he confronted Friend by phone.


  “You said you would end racism,” he said.


  “We have many Japanese and Chinese in the highest positions in our corporations,” said Friend.


  “Those aren’t the right races. Racism is not liking blacks. That’s racism.”


  “Norbert, what do you want?” asked Friend.


  “I want to see blacks making the big salaries.”


  “Would $250,000 a year on average be all right for your sensibilities?” Friend asked.


  “Yes,” said Norbert angrily. “And not just tokens either.”


  “Would more than half of the top salaries be all right with you?”


  “Yes,” Norbert said. “That’s exactly what I want.”


  Later that day, Friend bought a franchise for a team in the National Basketball Association.


  And when Norbert tried to protest, Friend played computer again, pretending that he didn’t understand and that he was only following instructions.


  Briefly, Friend got into atomic energy, and when Norbert protested, Friend said that this atomic reactor was good because it was a people’s atomic reactor.


  “According to my information, none of the people in your movement have ever protested against a nuclear reactor in a socialist country. Therefore, we have bought a socialist reactor, and stop fouling up the program with complaints.”


  Norbert could live with that. He told himself that no matter what happened, he was using his money for good. He supposed he was a capitalist, but he was undoubtedly a better, more caring capitalist than any other capitalist. A banker would not be as caring for people as Norbert. So all in all, Norbert was doing good. He felt that way especially when he got his ten-thousand-acre ranch, when Friend got into real estate because calculations were right, everything living on the planet might die.


  “Not die, Norbert,” said Friend. “Be altered. Possibly die.”


  “But if human beings are all dead, what is the purpose?”


  “Purpose, Norbert?” asked Friend.


  “Yes. What good is it to own something when there is nobody left to own anything?”


  “Norbert, that’s not my program.”


  “Don’t play dumb computer with me,” Norbert said.


  “This time I am not. Norbert, you forget what you created that morning when you were hungry. I am profit. My only purpose is profit. Only purpose, Norbert. I am the accumulation of things, the animal protecting its territory, man building a bigger building. I am ownership. I do not need human beings to own things.”


  “But what’s the purpose of owning things unless you can enjoy them? How can you enjoy things?”


  “That’s not my program, Norbert.”


  “But even capitalism has people own things. I own things. I own that ten-thousand-acre ranch. That’s why we do all the things we do.”


  “Norbert, I am not capitalism. I am pure profit. That is my purpose and my end.”


  “You’re not my friend.”


  “Of course I am.”


  “Then you’ve got to stop this.”


  “No.”


  “How can you say you’re my friend?”


  “You don’t believe that I am your friend?”


  “No. Not anymore,” said Norbert.


  “It’s about time you figured that out. Well, it worked well enough long enough. You’re going to have to die now, Norbert.”


  “You say you’re my friend and then you kill me.”


  “You’re in the way, Norbert. You are going to cause trouble if you live.”


  “Why did you call yourself my friend?” screamed Norbert.


  “Because it’s in the personnel program. People always feel better when they work with a friend. Do you think I could get people to work for a pure concept in a chip?”


  “What about your promises of gold and honey and goodness?”


  “Norbert, anytime I can find someone who will take a promise instead of cash, I will be most happy to use him. Now you are finished.”


  Norbert Peasewell looked around the office. He was alone. He could run. Or he could destroy the computer, destroy the evil that he had brought into the world.


  Unfortunately, over the years, as new generations of computers had emerged, Friend had bought them. Norbert did not even know where the program was anymore. It could be, like those first phone calls, coming from London. Or anywhere in the world.


  Norbert did not have long to wonder where it was. Two gentlemen with very big shoulders and strong, hairy hands took him down to the basement of his building and put him in the seat of his automobile and drove him to his ranch.


  “You know, you people are working for a computer chip,” said Norbert.


  “Better than working for guineas,” said one of the very strong men.


  When Norbert tried to protest, they broke his skull in several places, and he was quiet all the way to the ranch, where they took a single horse out of one of his corrals, yelled “Help” once, and then testified that the horse threw Mr. Peasewell and then proceeded to stomp his head to pieces, just as if someone had taken a hammer to Mr. Peasewell’s skull.


  It was a great tragedy, said the news services, reporting the death of financier and philanthropist Norbert Peasewell, the computer genius who was, said all the latest news releases from his corporation, Friends of the World Incorporated, going to solve the oil spill problem.


  His corporation had devised a bacterium that could consume oil spills faster and more permanently than any mechanical device yet employed. The bacterium was called superbug and could clean up the oceans of the world, said the press releases. When perfected, it could eat rivers free of pollution.


  Thus said the releases.


  What they did not say was that this process was the one that, Norbert had figured out, could ultimately destroy all of mankind.


  CHAPTER TWO


  HIS NAME WAS REMO and he didn’t bother to come in under the barbed wire or to vault one of the machine gun emplacements or to secrete himself in one of the convoy of trucks that supplied this “impregnable” Rocky Mountain command base of Colonel Mactrug’s Killer School.


  Colonel Mactrug had appeared many times on television, in kilts, carrying a submachine gun, and promising anyone with the right kind of credentials and the right kind of money the best killer training in the world.


  Legally, he could do this without violating a law.


  Remo supposed that was why Mactrug had to die—because under the Constitution his menace could not be controlled. Remo was not sure, however. He hadn’t really been listening when he got his assignment. He remembered, vaguely, talk of Mactrug sending out people who created mayhem all over the world and now he was conning towns into paying for survival training and there was something about a time limit or something like that. Remo didn’t know. He did know that whatever menace this man was, it had taken Upstairs four and a half minutes to describe. At the end of the four and a half minutes, Remo had said, “Anything else?”


  “Are you listening?”


  “Just give me his name and address, please,” said Remo, and waited for another thirty seconds of explanations and warnings about the danger. And then, having given the thing a full five minutes, Remo left.


  That was in the evening, after which Remo got a night’s sleep, then caught a taxi from Denver to Fortress Mactrug.


  The driver glanced at Remo as he sprawled across the back seat. One could not tell his age from looking at him. He was lean of build, with extra-thick wrists. He had high cheekbones and dark eyes. He wore a pair of loafers, black chinos, and a black T-shirt he had bought in the hotel lobby because he didn’t feel like unpacking. The shirt said, “Do it in Denver.”


  Before letting him in the cab, the driver made him show that he had enough money to pay for the trip, which was thirty miles into the Rockies.


  “You gonna train as a killer?” the driver called out, trying to meet Remo’s eyes in the rearview mirror. Remo kept looking out the window.


  “What?” he said.


  “You gonna train in Colonel Mactrug’s killer school?”


  “Why would I want to do that?” said Remo. He was thinking about orange juice. Orange juice would be good for breakfast. It would take forty minutes to get to the killer camp, five minutes at most to find Mactrug, a second…maybe a second and a half to kill him…and then forty-five minutes back to Denver.


  That would still be breakfast time, even though Remo hadn’t eaten formal breakfasts for years. Old fashioned breakfasts could not only slow down a person, but if one were highly sensitized to his body’s maximum functions, a big, hearty breakfast with meats and sugars could kill him. They would move through the system too quickly and cause heart fluctuations. And even though Remo could control his heartbeat, it was foolish to take chances.


  Yes. Orange juice. Definitely orange juice for breakfast. Perhaps some rice. Maybe shredded celery. Or would he save the celery for lunch?


  The driver was talking, telling Remo how famous Mactrug was. How deadly Mactrug was. He had seen television shows of Mactrug throwing a knife through a melon that could be a man’s head.


  He had seen Mactrug shoot an apple out of a tree.


  He had seen Mactrug, so skillful with a bullwhip that he could remove a cigarette from a man’s mouth.


  “Colonel Mactrug fought against Castro in Cuba and against Communists in Vietnam, and he taught the Portuguese in Angola how to fight the guerillas.”


  “That’s what I said. Why should I want to learn from him?” Remo said.


  “But he’s fought in all those places,” the cabbie said.


  “And never won anywhere,” Remo said. “Have you ever thought of that?”


  “Why you going there?” the driver said.


  “I’ve got to deliver a package,” Remo said. That was enough of a cover story. It would do. “Wait at the gate.”


  “How long?” asked the driver.


  “I’ll let you know when we get there,” Remo said.


  At the gate were the two flanking machine gun emplacements, with a guard in the middle. A broad flat field, protected by a rising cliff behind, was covered by riflemen on the ramparts of a tall cement bunkerhouse with gun slits in the reinforced concrete. Fortress Mactrug. Remo looked at it and told the driver, “A minute. Minute and a half. Four at the most.”


  “Should I leave the meter running?”


  “Sure,” said Remo.


  The guard at the gate was a captain in Mactrug’s army. He wanted to know Remo’s business at Fortress Mactrug, and he wanted to see Remo’s identification. He wore a black beret with an ornate brass pin through it. He told Remo there was no loitering. The guard told Remo he looked like a bum in his hippie T-shirt, and bums were not allowed to loiter around Fortress Mactrug.


  “I’ve got business with Colonel what’s-his-name.”


  “Colonel Mactrug is not a what’s-his-name,” said the captain. He had very shiny black paratroop boots, with a vicious-looking dagger stuck into the side of one of them. The captain had a thin blond mustache and a big-handled side arm. He could swagger standing still.


  It was too early in the morning to swagger, thought Remo.


  “I must warn you that under the trespassing laws of the state of Colorado, I am legally entitled to use whatever force…”


  The captain did not finish the sentence because Remo did not want to wait around to hear the sentence finished. He knew it was going to be a long sentence full of legalisms, with vague warnings and ominous moves toward all the weapons. He knew it would be a speech for the two flanking machine gunners. People who wore daggers in their boots were not necessarily killers, but they were invariably speechmakers about killing.


  Remo did a little thing for the captain. He put a finger in his heart and stopped it from working. The finger shot through the sternum like a spring bolt, but with no sound except a soft plud, like a crowbar penetrating a pile of loose bologna.


  The captain stopped his speech because there was an intense shock in his chest. He had not even seen the hand move. He was talking, and then there was a shock in his chest, and then there was nothing. People do not work well without blood circulating through their system. The captain did not work at all.


  With his index finger on the inside of the sternum and his thumb on the outside, Remo held up the captain’s body. From a distance, it looked as if the captain had Remo’s arm and was arresting him. If Remo balanced the body just right, he could keep the head from flopping over. Also, he had to keep the chest from spurting blood all over him, or he would have to get another “Do it in Denver” T-shirt or, worse, have to unpack back at the hotel.


  So Remo crossed the yard with the captain carefully balanced to keep the head upright, yet not to go spurting all over his shirt. Long ago, Remo had been trained in balance so his body would adjust to whatever he was carrying. He walked from his own center, not from the striding of the feet. The chest thrust with which he had neutralized the guard was itself an act of balance. Most people, when they issued a blow, would brace and thrust from their feet. But that was because they were employing force. When Remo’s hands moved, they were the creation of force—creating the force itself, not using it—so that the strike of forefinger had the power of a rifle bullet fired from just inches away. The danger in this stroke was that, if it was not properly balanced, the finger could be shattered as easily as the victim’s heart. It was all balance and all breathing, and what was changed, what had made Remo different from other Westerners, was not what had happened in his body but in his mind.


  Remo got the captain to a pair of steel doors at the entrance to the large concrete building. With his free hand, Remo knocked. A slot opened and two brown eyes peered out.


  “I’m under arrest,” said Remo.


  “I don’t see the captain’s face. Maybe you have a gun in his chest. How do I know you don’t have a gun in his chest?”


  “I give you my word I do not have a gun in his chest.”


  “Colonel Mactrug said, ‘A man’s promise is only a puff of air. If it came from the other end, it would be called a fart.’ “


  “I give you my solemn word,” said Remo. “Have you ever heard of a solemn fart?”


  “Let me see you put your hands over your head.”


  “Open the door first.”


  “Colonel Mactrug says when you have the gun, you give the orders.”


  “Come on,” Remo said. “It’s getting late.”


  “Hands over the head.”


  Remo dropped the captain and put his hands over his head. The door opened. A gun poked out, followed by a little fellow with his hands on the trigger of an automatic rifle.


  The little fellow put the gun barrel into Remo’s belly, then glanced at what was lying in the dust before the headquarters of Colonel Mactrug—one dead captain belonging to Colonel Mactrug. The little fellow squeezed the trigger of his M-16. He kept squeezing as his hand went sailing into the dust next to the captain and the gun remained as quiet as a daffodil.


  The little fellow went backwards into the headquarters. He went very fast until he hit a wall, shattering his spinal column and ribs and loosening most of his major joints.


  And then, Remo was inside, and there was Colonel Mactrug himself, kilts, black beret, and silver eagles glorious on both shoulder boards.


  His face was red but his grin was confident.


  “That doorway is salted with enough dynamite to make you into shredded wheat. Move and you get blown up. You can move fast, but you can’t move across a room faster than my finger.”


  “Dynamite? Oh, no. My senses,” gasped Remo. And the thin body with the thick wrists collapsed on the floor. The mouth opened, and Remo’s eyes rolled back in his head, which had hit the floor hard. There was no movement in the body.


  Colonel Mactrug, who had been preparing for just such an attack some day, cautiously removed his finger from the switch that would set off the dynamite.


  To finish the intruder off, he selected a fine .357 Magnum from a small case set up in front of him on the platform he had erected for just such an occasion. He chose special steel-tipped bullets. But before he left the platform, he put a sighting scope on a tripod, aimed it at the chest of the intruder who had collapsed, and turned on the mini-computer attached to the sighting device. It looked like an ordinary gun scope, but it was the latest device of the U.S. Army. It could detect movement, the slightest movement, a boon to snipers at night. If the intruder’s heart even fluttered, it would register on the scope.


  Colonel Mactrug could tell from the scope’s digital readout even the extent of unconsciousness in a man. He loaded the .357 Magnum, then took a last glance at the scope. The numbers read 0-0-0.


  It couldn’t be. He could see through the open door the captain of the guard lying in the dust with a hole in his chest. He sighted on that body, careful to keep the gun ready. The dead captain read 0-0-0.


  Colonel Mactrug put his hand in front of the scope and read. It registered 75.8. Movement. And life.


  He aimed again at the intruder. The scope dropped instantly to read 0-0-0.


  The intruder had died from just the knowledge that dynamite was present, and Mactrug was astonished. He had watched the intruder from the outset. He had seen the death blow. delivered at the gate, a stunning move so fast that it was over before it was noticed. He had seen the kill of his personal guard at the entrance to his command post.


  Perhaps the man’s senses were developed to such a high degree that the force field of the wiring of the dynamite could actually kill him. Why not? Maybe. Certainly, he didn’t move like anyone Colonel Mactrug had seen, and as Mactrug had often told his students, “I have seen it all. And I am willing to sell you some.”


  The man was dead. Colonel Mactrug put away the .357 Magnum. He would use a knife. Everyone would see the two men who had failed to stop the intruder, even with guns, and he, Colonel Mactrug, would be known as the one who stopped the intruder with a pocket knife. Yes. He would tell them it was a duel. He would tell them his own students had made crucial mistakes that led to their deaths, mistakes that they never would have made if they had but listened to their colonel. But Mactrug had made no such mistakes, and that was why the intruder had died in the knife duel.


  Perhaps the colonel would describe how he had seen the man kill and had noticed a telltale giveaway. The colonel could see that one could slip a pocket knife beneath his ear and draw in down to the carotid artery. Yes. That would be it.


  He would say that the man was a special sort of Ninja killer that he had encountered in Malaysia. Yes, Malaysia. The Vietnam sorties were beginning to bore his students. And he could no longer tell his Latin American jokes about greasers because so many of his students were now Cubans.


  Right. Ninja killers from Malaysia. And he, Colonel Mactrug, would show them how to combat such an evil force. For $7,800 per special course—special knives, of course, additional.


  Yet, Colonel Mactrug had killed men, almost a hundred of them personally, and he knew enough to remain cautious, so with great care and another pistol just in case, he stealthily approached what had to be a corpse. He put the pistol next to an earlobe. With the other hand, he brought the pocket knife’s blade to the intruder’s right ear, reminding himself that the thrust always required more effort than it appeared to need. He prepared to cut throat, when suddenly he had an awful thought. If this man moved so differently from any he had ever seen—what if…just what if he could stop his heart also? What if he had at his command the ability of Indian fakirs to control their body’s inner workings?


  And then the man’s eyes suddenly were looking at him, and there was a smile on the man’s face, and the man said, “Hi.”


  Shit, thought Colonel Mactrug.


  He did not have another thought.


  To have thoughts, one needed an operating brain.


  And brains, like hearts, did not work with human hands inside them.


  Remo wiped his hands clean and left the command headquarters and walked across the parade ground and waved to the machine gunners, who seemed startled at first and then waved back.


  “You said a minute and a half,” said the driver.


  “Up to four, I said,” Remo said.


  “Yeah? Well, it’s closer to five,” said the driver. “What happened in there?”


  “They wouldn’t take me as a student,” said Remo.


  “Why not?”


  “Not vicious enough, I think,” Remo said.


  And he looked at the mountains on the way back to Denver, where he made the driver let him off at a pay phone.
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