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Chapter 1

Banished

Amish Country, Pennsylvania, Modern Day


Young Mishal wasn't supposed to hate or wish ill to anyone. That wasn't the way of his people. But why did the outsiders have to keep antagonizing them when they knew his kind would not, could not, fight back? Every week, they came on their infernal metal machines, their breath reeking of alcohol, and their minds set on havoc and destruction. The Elders tried to plead with them, beg them to stop their wickedness, but as always, their words fell upon deaf ears.

As if the outsiders could even hear over the roar of their motorcycles.

Mishal cringed as the bikers circled the Elders, coming closer and closer with each pass. One of the old men miscalculated and was thrown off his feet as he collided with a passing metal stallion. Blood spurted from the elderly man's mouth as the rider backhanded him with a wicked slap. The Elder collapsed on the ground and lay motionless.

The hair on the back of Mishal's neck tingled as if an icy winter breeze blew across it. Another man made his way to the fallen Elder. "The stranger" had been among them for nearly ten years now, and was rarely discussed except in hushed voices. He worked and dwelt among them, but lived separately from the general population. The stranger was not like them. His demeanor set him apart from the other men in the village, as did his unusual physical features. Mishal had heard whispers from some of the older boys regarding the mysterious stranger, stories far too impossible to be believed.

The black-hooded robe the stranger wore hid his face in shadow and billowed in the breeze like the dark flag of a pirate schooner. The hooded face stared at the bikers who paused to gape at his arrival.

"You've done enough for one day," the stranger said. Mishal shivered with fear. The stranger's voice—the voice of a wrathful god made angry—seemed to reverberate throughout the entire valley. "Go now," the man commanded as he pointed away from the Elders. His gesture, made within the great folds of the cloak, made him appear even more supernatural.

One of the bikers revved his machine and charged the stranger. Mishal gasped, certain that the man would be struck down as the Elder had been. But at the last moment the stranger leaped high in the air, and with a mighty kick, knocked the stunned rider off his seat to land with a bone-cracking thump on the hard dirt road. The Harley Davidson Fat Boy went another twenty yards without its rider, then toppled over, its engine idling.

Mishal couldn't help but notice that the stranger didn't even appear winded.

"I will ask politely one last time," the tall man said. "Then I will remove all of you myself."

The fallen biker limped back to the protection of his dozen companions. The bikers laughed among themselves as the largest of them dismounted his machine and produced a long, thick section of chain link from the cycle's saddlebag.

"This one's mine, boys. Y'all can have what's left when I'm done." He spat the remains of his chewing tobacco into the dirt while flexing his arms.

"Please Brother Kord," an Elder whispered. "This is not our way. Violence will solve nothing. They will only come back again later with more hate and lust for vengeance."

The hooded head turned and responded in a dark whisper. "As you're so fond of reminding me, Elder, I'm not one of you. These senseless attacks will stop, and they will stop now." The stranger's eyes glowed an almost luminous emerald green inside the black hood.

Young Mishal had heard stories of the stranger's skills from the older boys who spied on him in the field next to his cottage. He would now see for himself, but wondered if even one as strong as the stranger could overcome twelve men. Mishal would have his own tales to tell the older boys at the evening meal.

"Coward!" The biker spat. "Are you gonna hide with the old men in that dress you're wearing or come out and fight me?" he asked as he swung the chain links over his head.

The stranger stepped forward, flipped back the hood of his robe, and peeled the garment from his body. Mishal gasped. He had never seen the stranger without his black robe. The huge man's long blond hair flowed wildly in the wind while his eyes seemed to burn with a glowing green fire. He wore a black form-fitting vest and black jeans. His arms and legs were huge and thickly muscled, but fit his immense, powerful frame. His skin was milk white, devoid of any dark pigment, as if the sun never touched his flesh.

Around the huge man's neck hung a silver chain with a large pendant. At first, the strange medallion glowed green like his eyes, then suddenly a beam of light shot out from its center and surrounded the man like a nimbus. The emerald flame then transformed into the shape of a creature that defied explanation. It floated behind the stranger like a gigantic, glowing-green sentinel. Mishal knew it wasn't his imagination. He could tell by their wide eyes and open mouths that the bikers saw it too.

Even more shocking, the stranger reached back over his shoulder and in one fluid motion pulled up a massive broadsword. The weapon was almost five feet long. The metal of the blade seemed to glow with a white-hot luminescence as the fiery daystar reflected in its mirrored steel. The stranger swung the mighty sword in a series of graceful arcs as if the massive weapon was no heavier than a stick.

Mishal had never seen anything to match it. The stranger resembled a Viking from ancient lore.

Both combatants clashed; chain link crashed against edged steel in a shower of sparks. The stranger's sword was a blur of motion that couldn't be followed with the naked eye. When the two men parted, the long chain was severed, and the biker had a wide, deep incision across his chest. Blood hemorrhaged from the wound staining his filthy T-shirt.

"The next cut will be deeper, through your flesh and into the pectoral tissues, then I will begin to sever appendages, starting with an arm, or possibly a more sensitive organ," the stranger remarked in a clinical tone. "If I must, I will kill you. You'll serve as an example to all the other filth who would come here and do harm."

"Easy, man," the wounded biker replied as blood continued to pour from his gaping wound. "You wanna protect these freaks, that's fine by me, but you can't stop all of us. We'll be back!"

The stranger's eyes narrowed, once again burning with eerie fire. He pointed the tip of his sword at the Harley Davidson chopper lying on its side several yards away. The entire weapon glowed greenish white, an emerald beam leapt from the sword and struck the hapless bike. The motorcycle was vaporized as the gas tank erupted in a crimson flower of fire. The stranger pointed his deadly sword at the bikers, its tip pointing at each one in turn.

"I wouldn't advise such a foolish course of action." The stranger replaced his weapon over his shoulder and slipped his robe back on.

The gang members gaped in awe at the burning crater that was once a motorcycle before speeding away in a cloud of dust.

◆◆◆

Duncan Kord's axe cleaved another section of heavy timber as two Amish elders approached his cabin.

"Brother Kord, may we have a moment of your time?"

Kord drove the head of his axe into a large tree stump and gestured both men to a rough bench on the porch of his cabin.

"Brother Kane, Elder Liam, please." He followed the men up the wooden steps of his home. "I can only assume you've come because of the incident this morning."

"Yes," Elder Liam answered. Liam was the most senior member of the Amish Council, and his presence emphasized the importance of this visit. "Young Mishal was witness to your acts of violence. He has recounted the tale to all of the boys in the village. I fear they are glorifying your heroics and may get the wrong message."

"And what message is that?" Kord asked. "That defending one's self is improper behavior?"

"No," the elder replied. "That violence is a solution to any problem. Violence only begets more violence. The youths fail to see this at their tender age."

Kord stood and paced the porch. "What would you have done if I hadn't stopped those hoodlums?" Kord let the question hang in the air for three silent seconds. "Elder Liam, sometimes pacifism breeds violence and aggression, as in the case of those bikers. Bullies must be confronted. If they're ignored or allowed to run rampant, they will continue to cause hurt and pain as they have done here. Now they have been taught a lesson and should no longer be a problem."

"And if they do return again?" the elder questioned.

"I will teach them another lesson."

"The council forbids such action, and I will speak no more of it. Good day." Liam stood and walked away, dismissing Kord with a look of contempt.

Kord cursed under his breath, watching the old man vanish over the hillside. He shook his head in frustration while the other Amish elder chuckled.

"What do you find so amusing, Brother Kane?"

"I find it amusing to watch a stubborn wise old man and a stubborn wise young man arguing over philosophy, but be too blind to see the validity contained in each other's argument," Kane replied.

"There," Kord began, "is a statement I choose not to argue with."

"Another wise decision, friend Kord. You see, you are capable of making them." Kane teased his friend of ten years. "I think the Elder Council is more disturbed about the destruction of the motorcycle than the physical violence you used. The council is aware of your unorthodox lineage, but you did promise to keep those abilities hidden. All Mishal keeps talking about is the burst of green fire from your sword and the fiery creature towering over and around your body."

Kord stared at the ground. "I am truly sorry. I felt the boy's presence too late."

"I must confess to you, it was a spectacular sight, though I would deny ever saying so."

"Your secret is safe with me, Brother Kane." Kord placed a hand upon his friend's shoulder.

"Come, it is time for the evening meal." Brother Kane led him toward the main house.

"Brother Kane," Kord began. "These bikers have been plaguing your people for several seasons, yet your people do nothing to resist them. Do you believe I was wrong to interfere? Do you believe I should simply stand by and do nothing, knowing I have the power to end these torments?"

Kane was silent for several moments as he considered the ramifications of Kord's question. "Our ways often seem confusing to outsiders." He spoke softly. "Even to outsiders who've been among us as long as you. I know in your eyes we seem meek and cowardly, but I ask you, does it not take more courage to stand by one's beliefs even in the face of such trials or simply abandon one's principles for the sake of a quick and easy solution?"

Kord shook his head. "You are skilled at evading the intent of my question, Brother Kane. Do you believe I acted improperly?"

"Let me simply say, Brother Kord, today I am grateful for our differences in philosophy. This hasn't been the first time you've gone against the Council of Elders' wishes regarding these men. I fear their level of tolerance with you is quickly coming to an end."

"Agreed," Kord grunted. "I can only hope Elder Liam understands I don't like seeing his people bullied and hurt by outsiders who would exploit your pacifism."

"It's not your intentions my friend. It's your actions. I fear Elder Liam is just as stubborn in his beliefs as you are in yours, Brother Kord." Kane laughed as he patted his friend's shoulder.

◆◆◆

Duncan Kord sat alone in the main house's kitchen. He took a moment to listen to the sounds of laughter and discussion coming from the main dining room at the opposite end of the building. His time here was the most peaceful and restful of his life. There were no heated political debates discussed in this small community. Every community member had a place and performed his or her function without question. These were a humble people who lived happily outside of "civilized" society and without relying on the modern conveniences everyone else did.


Civilized. He shook his head. The world was rife with corruption and needless bloodshed. The outside world viewed the Amish as backwards, yet perhaps here in this quiet community, existed the closest thing to a utopian human society. There was no crime. Violent acts were forbidden and punishable by expulsion. Parents loved and cared for their children, and the community bent over backwards to help newlywed couples and new parents along life's journey. Even though Kord technically wasn't one of them, living in their world was a welcome retreat for him after so many centuries of wandering…


The sound of an opening door snapped him from his thoughts. Brother Kane entered the kitchen and placed a tray of hearty, beef stew in front of him along with several slices of thick, dark bread.

"Thank you, Brother Kane," Kord prepared to eat.

Kane sat across from Kord, as he had done every evening for the past five years, and the two men began talking of philosophy, spirituality, and the world outside the Amish community.

The Amish were supposed to have no interest in the affairs of man, but it was impossible to exist in isolation from everyone else. Seeds and tools needed to be purchased from the nearby town as well as other miscellaneous items that couldn't be produced from their land. Also, some of the town merchants proved to be willing barter partners for Amish wool products, crops, and wood crafts. The barter benefited their community and forced the Amish people to have some interaction with the outside world.

"There was much discussion concerning you over our evening meal."

Kord sensed his friend's discomfort and prepared himself for whatever was coming next. "I'm aware of it." He dipped a slice of bread into the steaming bowl of stew. "I heard some gossip from the women as they left the kitchen to serve your meal."

Kane wrinkled his brow in a frown. Kord knew gossip was discouraged, perhaps he shouldn't have mentioned the women. "Brother Abel spoke again of your disregard for the rules of our society and of the events young Mishal witnessed earlier. Elder Liam, of course, was vehement in his position concerning you. I'm afraid you already know how Liam feels. Many of the council are not happy with this revelation. The younger men and boys look up to you and admire you because you fight. The Council of Elders fears your behavior will lead many of the young astray from our teachings," The Elder paused, refusing to make eye contact with his friend.

"Say what you must, Brother Kane. You have no need to fear reprisal from me." Kord knew what was coming.

"You are to be banished," Kane said sadly. "I tried my best to speak on your behalf, but the senior elders refused to listen. Elder Liam has much sway and influence among them. There was little I could say or do."

Kane's eyes were teary. "I am truly sorry my friend, but after this meal you will no longer be welcome among our people. Liam has asked that you vacate your cabin as soon as possible."

Kord's eyes narrowed. "My cabin is not on Amish property, and Liam knows this."

"He hopes you will vacate out of a sign of respect and as a gesture of repent for the harm you have caused our young men." Kane stared at the floor. "He believes the farther away you are from us, the better off we are as a community."

Kord slammed his fist on the table. "Repent? I repent nothing!" he ground out. Kane gasped at Kord's outburst. Kord took a deep breath, struggling to reign in his anger. His outburst had no doubt been heard by the Elders. They expected him to react to their outlandish demand with rage, thereby furthering their argument that he was an unwelcome influence and even a possible danger to their village. He sat back and took another deep breath. "Tell Elder Liam, Brother Abel, and the other Elders I will abide by their wishes. Out of respect for this community, I will vacate my home and move on."

Kord stood and exited the main house. As he walked back to his cabin, he felt dozens of eyes on him. It appeared his departure from this community had arrived sooner than he'd anticipated.

Later that evening, Kord sat on the porch listening to the comforting sound of crickets; the half-moon played hide and seek with several passing clouds. His melancholy was interrupted by footsteps approaching his cabin. Kord focused his senses, locking on to the faint sound. The footfall stopped several yards from his cabin.

"I know you're behind the oak tree. If you wish to speak to me, do so face to face." Kord's eyes burned through the darkness as the steps approached.

"Mishal?" Kord recognized the eight-year-old boy. "What are you doing out here at this hour, child?"

The young boy approached and sat on the step, looking up at the now forbidden outsider. "I don't understand." Mishal's voice was a whisper. "You saved them, yet still they banish you. You fight for us, yet the men of our village fear you."


Kord pointed to the stool next to him. "Come sit for a moment and I will do my best to explain." He wondered how to explain himself without further violating the laws of the Amish. If anyone knew the boy was at his cabin, there would be even more friction. He shook his head and chuckled. What more can they do to me?


Mishal looked up at him, innocent eyes wide with awe. "I thought fighting was bad, but you saved our elders and drove off the bad men. I want to be like you, Kord. I want to fight and be strong. I want the bad men to fear me as they fear you so they will never come back and hurt my village. Many of my friends feel the same way."

Kord winced. The elder was right. His philosophy was influencing the impressionable youths. "You must heed my words, Mishal. I am different, an outsider. I was raised in a very dangerous, violent place where men had to fight to survive. As I grew up, I realized there had to be a better way to resolve differences than with fists. I prefer peaceful means over violence, but sadly, many men do not."

"Like the men on motorcycles!"

Kord nodded and placed a hand on the boy's shoulder. "Yes, like those men. Mishal, I don't enjoy fighting, but I will fight for my safety and the safety of those I care about. My years here among you have been the most joyous and peaceful I can remember. What you have in this community is special, and you should be happy to live in such a place."

Kord tapped the boy's head. "It's better to use this to solve your problems rather than resorting to this…" He made a fist with his hand. "You live in relative peace and safety save for the few hooligans who come here to do harm. The Amish way of peace and nonviolence has created a wonderful community for you to live in. Don't become enthralled with the ways of violence. That path is filled with many pitfalls. Embrace your culture and live a peaceful, happy life."

"My brother says we are cowards."

Kord shook his head. "Your brother is wrong. It takes a brave man to face a gang of bullies and refrain from fighting. Your elders have no martial skills, yet they stood up for their principles and placed themselves in danger, never giving thought to their own safety. I wouldn't call that cowardice. I call it bravery." Kord tussled the young boy's hair. "It's easy to face down a bully with a sword and years of training. But if you have no weapon and no training yet still place yourself in harm's way, is that not a greater act of courage?"

Mishal's face twisted as he wrestled with Kord's question. "Consider those words as we walk back to the edge of your village and pose my question to your brother and your friends." Kord stood and motioned for the boy to follow.

◆◆◆

The morning sun rose in the eastern sky. In the distance, a rooster announced the arrival of a new day. Kord had spent his last night in the cabin awake. It didn't take long to pack his meager possessions into a duffel bag. He stared at the half-empty bag, appreciating the irony that his entire existence could be carried within the confines of a canvas sack. He stepped out onto the porch and lay his bag down beside his sheathed sword.

The night before, he'd laundered his garments, and let them dry by his wood stove, before carefully placing his two changes of clothing and his black ceremonial robe into his duffel. He had spent the bulk of the night staring up at the stars and weighing his options. He'd decided Alaska or somewhere in Northern Canada would suit him best for the next decade or two. These locations were places where a man could get lost and nobody would pay him much thought.

Kord sensed the men before they appeared over the hillside separating his cabin from the main Amish village. He picked up his bag and his weapon as he stepped off the porch. He turned and regarded his modest two-room cabin with some sentimentality; it had been a good home and served as a brief respite from his wanderings. As he turned back toward the hill, the group of village elders approached his home. Liam made a small gesture and they stopped. Only Brother Kane proceeded toward the cabin. Kord walked out into the field and met his friend in the middle.

"I see you're all ready to go," Kane observed.

"I don't have many belongings, Brother Kane. Packing isn't a cumbersome task for a drifter." Kord eyed the group of elders waiting in the distance.

Kane felt awkward acting as the village enforcer. He knew if his huge friend had decided to stay, they would be powerless to enforce their eviction decree.

Kane heaved a deep sigh. "Kord, I wish there was something I could do to change the council's opinion, but I'm powerless. I'm but one of the dozen votes, and not yet a senior elder—"

"Don't blame yourself for this my brother," Kord interrupted him. "You've been a good friend and ally over the past ten years. Besides, it's time for me to be moving on." Kord placed a hand on Kane's shoulder. "Thank you for your friendship and kindness."

"Where will you go?"

"Northwest to Alaska."

"Perhaps, in a few years…" Kane let his words hang between them.

"Perhaps," Kord whispered as he turned away.

The Nordic-featured man who had lived among the Amish for over a decade walked due north. He could feel the eyes of Kane and the elders watching him.

The wind carried Kane's final farewell to Kord's ears. "God be with you, Duncan Kord, and may God forgive us for our actions."


Chapter 2

Enemies of Old

North Star Tavern, Caribou Point, Alaska


The fight started because of a poker game and accusations about cheating. Insults were traded, a table was overturned, and fists began swinging.

The oil-rig workers had just tapped a new well and, assured of a guaranteed bonus that would keep them in beer and whiskey for another three months, had no qualms about duking it out on a nightly basis. It was the same scenario repeated with each new crew. The rig workers would drink themselves into oblivion and start yet another brawl. One rigger smashed a chair over the broad back of another man, knocking him into a table and it escalated from there. The fight spread like dominoes, while the barkeep, waitresses, and proprietors took cover behind the bar.

A large man with pale skin sitting in the corner stood up while simultaneously deflecting a series of punches from a drunken rigger. The stranger casually tossed the worker aside like a sack of coffee beans and made his way into the fray. He put three more riggers to sleep before he drew the attention of the crowd.

"Stranger, this doesn't concern you. You're risking a beating for something that's none of your business." The foreman bellowed safely from the corner.

"What gives you the right to trash another man's establishment and destroy his hard work?" the stranger asked as he studied the drunken riggers. "If you want to work off your drinks, kindly do so outside and spare the barkeep's furniture."

"What do you care? You're not a cop," the largest of the riggers spat. "I don't see no badge. Those tattered clothes don't look like a uniform, and I ain't never seen a cop up here with girly long hair either."

"I'm no police officer, but I will enforce the law if needed." The stranger adopted a defensive stance, his eyes scanning the seven men.

"Fuck you!" the rigger swore as he charged.

The stranger's arm lashed out in a blinding strike. There was a sound like a thunder crack and in the space of a single heartbeat, the rigger dropped to the floor unconscious. A heavy gusher of blood poured from his nose, and gouges, resembling claw marks on his left cheek, oozed as well.

The stranger looked at the remaining men who stared dumbfounded at their fallen comrade. The riggers glanced back at the stranger and took a careful step backwards. A green-white fire burned in the stranger's eyes and an eerie glow enveloped his left hand.

"Take your sleeping friends and yourselves out of here." The stranger commanded as he pointed toward the door. "Make sure you leave enough money to cover your bar tab and your damages."

The chilling words seemed to reverberate off every surface, and echo throughout the tavern. The stunned riggers carried off their partners, paid their tabs and quickly departed. The stranger waited until the last rigger had stumbled out, before returning to his seat. This particular table was hidden within the shadows of the tavern and rarely used. The stranger had been coming in every night for nearly two weeks and had made this table his home.

Duncan Kord settled his massive frame in the sturdy chair and studied the room from his dark corner. Several people shot looks in his direction and traded guarded whispers. He didn't care. Let them whisper. Honor demanded he take action.

Alaska was not what he had hoped.

Since the oil shortages and increased demand for petroleum, the wilderness had reluctantly opened to oil exploration. The types of men who came up North for this kind of work lacked the culture and civility he had become used to over the last ten years living with the Amish. His encounters with riggers, and others involved in the oil business, had been less than cordial.

Caribou Point was a port town that served as a loading zone for tankers and import-export suppliers. The once-tiny point on the map had become a fair-sized town with a thriving port and shipping industry that had grown even more as it attracted other types of businesses.

Since The Bodswarth Oil Act of 2006, Alaska had become another Texas. Drilling rigs dotted the vast, snow-covered tundra, along with hundreds of miles of raised pipeline to move the crude oil to refining facilities near the Alaskan coast in preparation for shipping to domestic and overseas destinations. Half of Alaska was left virgin and untouched, while the other half was carved up by the various oil companies. Each drilling site was heavily regulated by environmentalists and geological survey teams to minimize the impact to the Alaskan ecological system. Kord had witnessed many changes in the world throughout his lifetime, but the one thing that never changed was the contrary nature of the human race.

Kord took a sip of his lukewarm coffee and gestured to a waitress. "Veronica, would you please warm this up?"

"Sure thing, hon," the tall, curvy, strawberry blonde replied with a smile as she walked up to his table. "Peter and Wilma were just singing your praises a minute ago. I've never seen anyone take on those riggers and get the best of 'em." She filled his mug to the brim.

"They were drunk. Booze makes a man both braggart and fool. And an easy punching bag." He savored the aroma of the freshly poured beverage.

"What makes a man go up against a dozen other men single-handedly for no reason whatsoever?" Her bright, blue eyes held a bemused look.

"Honor, and a sense of right and wrong," Kord sipped his steaming beverage. "And an extreme hatred of bullies," he added, placing his mug back down on the table.

"You're a rare man, Mr. Kord, a very rare man indeed." Veronica gave him another beautiful smile. "What are you doing out here in this uncivilized corner of the world?"

Kord was silent as he held the coffee mug between his hands. He looked deep within himself but could find no relevant answer so he decided on the truth. "Like most people here, I simply had no place else to go." His eyes met hers and he saw kindness and understanding in them.

"Well, I'm sure glad you were here tonight," she sighed. "You saved us from another messy insurance claim and another late-night cleanup." She nodded and turned back toward her other tables.

Kord had seen other riggers come in to drink and they were usually a hearty, rowdy crowd, but these new men seemed to be dangerous. There was an arrogance about them; a sense of superiority that reminded him of a time and a place long ago.

Kord took another swig from his coffee cup and waved for Veronica to come back over.

"What can I get ya, hon?" She pulled out her order slips.

"Just answers to a few questions. The riggers causing the ruckus here for the past weeks…Are they all from the same company?"

Veronica nodded.

"What is the name of this company?"

"Plestex Industries." She spat the name with distaste. "The company was acquired by some mogul about seven years ago and has been growing like crabgrass ever since. They've made big headlines due to some hostile takeovers. That's about all I know. There's only gossip and rumor up here. You'd have to ask somebody else about it." Veronica nodded at a group of customers waving at her.

Kord laid out a ten-dollar bill on the corner of the table. "Thanks, sorry to have bothered you."

Veronica smiled, palmed the bill and made her way toward her new customers.

Kord knew she made her money from tips, and she wasn't going to get rich from his coffee addiction so he made a point of tipping her extra. He was about to make his way back to his room when both Peter and Wilma Sciggins approached him.

"May we join you, Mr. Kord?" Peter rested his hands on the back of a chair.

Kord stood and motioned for Wilma to sit and then returned to his chair.

"A gentleman, too," she observed. "I didn't think there were any left up in these parts."

"One can only hope civility will never go out of style." Kord took a final swig from his coffee cup.

"Mr. Kord," Peter began. "We'd like to thank you for your assistance this evening and hope you'd consider accepting a business proposal."

"What do you have in mind?" Kord already knew what the proposal would be.

"We'd like to have you work here in the evenings as security. We simply can't afford to have those hooligans busting up our tavern every time they feel a little rowdy or rambunctious." Peter scowled.

"Every other barkeep in Caribou Point is having the same problem with this new crop of riggers. They think they're above the law, and this town is their personal playground." Wilma Sciggins' tone underscored her anger and fear. "It's almost as if they're deliberately trying to intimidate the townsfolk," she added in a hushed whisper.

"Damn Plestex!" Peter cursed. "Other companies have brought in riggers for months now, by the score, and none of them are as bad as this new crop from Plestex."

Kord's emerald eyes narrowed as he considered the offer. "I accept," he drained the last of his coffee. "No more harm will come to this place. You have my word." He extended his hand and Peter shook it.

Across the bar a man observed the three with great interest. He pulled out a cell phone and made a call.

"It's me. We may have a problem…" he whispered. "North Star Tavern, on the south side of Pier Five," he replied to the voice on the phone.

Kord caught the intruder's gaze and was upon him before the man had a chance to end his call.

"You seem to have an unhealthy interest in my affairs," Kord stated bluntly.

The man looked left and right, but nobody was going to intervene after witnessing the giant's earlier display. "What are you talking about, man? All I was doing was talking on the phone."


"It's me; we may have a problem; North Star Tavern, on the south side of Pier Five," Kord recited verbatim.


The man's eyes bulged as his words were repeated back to him. He wondered how in the hell his conversation had been overheard from across the room in a noisy bar.

"Look, if you're smart, you'll just go back to your table and forget what you heard. And if you value your health, you won't get involved in affairs that don't concern you." The man shut off his cell phone and slipped it in his jacket pocket.

Kord grabbed the man's shoulder in an iron grip, his eyes boring into the weasel's. "I'm going to say this clearly so you'll understand. Don't come back here. Ever. Again. Tell your friends and associates this tavern is off limits. I value my peace and tranquility. Don't force me to show you and your drunken associates just how uncivilized I can be." Kord released him and crossed his arms over his chest.

"You've just made a big mistake," the louse said in a shaky voice as he massaged his now-aching shoulder. "You're only one guy, against hundreds. Plestex runs eighty percent of this town, and soon they'll run all of it." He stood up from the table with an indignant toss of his head. "You've picked the wrong side, mister."

Kord's eyes burned a fiery emerald green. "I've made the only possible choice a man of principle and honor can make. Now get out, before I let my grip on civility loosen."

As Kord watched the man leave, he pondered what was going on behind the scenes in this port town in the middle of nowhere. The eavesdropper was another Plestex employee, but clearly not a rigger.

Peter joined Kord at the table, clearly confused about the events that just transpired.

"Tell me what's been going on in this town," Kord said, his steely gaze fixed on the older man's. "Why would breaking up a bar fight constitute enough alarm to have this place put on somebody's 'watch list'?"


"Wilma," Peter called to his wife. "Bring over the copies of the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal."


The tavern owner looked tired as he led Kord to a large table under a hanging lamp. "Westcorp has the legal rights to drill in this part of Alaska. Everything was going well here up until a few years ago when Plestex just showed up and started exploring. They ignored Westcorp's contracts and set up shop," Peter explained shaking his head. "Within a few months, several Westcorp rigs were plagued by freak accidents. Westcorp riggers were constantly harassed and their families intimidated by Plestex goons—"

"Why didn't anyone do anything?" Kord interrupted. "Why didn't Westcorp stand up to them?"

"They did. It made all the papers, and was all over the news. They had court cases, lawyers and all, but everything seemed to get dragged out and appealed. When lawyers and legal maneuvering failed, both companies raised the stakes, and Caribou Point became a war zone. Westcorp sent in a bunch of well-trained ex-marines. They didn't take any crap from the Plestex riggers. They had the upper hand for about six months or so, and things seemed to finally settle down. Westcorp got their sites back up and running and the situation didn't look too bright for Plestex. That's when 'they' arrived." Peter shuddered.

"They?"

"Plestex sent in some real nasty mercenary types. I'd call them assassins for lack of a better term. Several of those ex-marines were murdered in their sleep, and four Westcorp rigs were literally blown off their foundations by huge explosions. The following morning, the marines who survived the assassination attempts, retaliated and things just escalated into a huge battle. Forty people were killed, not including the fifteen riggers who were murdered the night before. There was armed combat in the streets. Nobody was safe. The government finally intervened and threatened to bar both companies from drilling here. The feds unleashed Army and National Guard troops up here to restore some semblance of order from the chaos caused by this private war. There were riots followed by several arrests, but none of the corporate suits were ever brought to justice. The governor, a congressional panel, and our two senators convened a hearing that lasted for two weeks. We were practically under Martial Law here for nearly two months while the bureaucrats and lawyers sorted out this godforsaken mess. Plestex has been allowed to stay and drill because their rigs are making up for the lost crude from the destroyed Westcorp platforms. The remaining Westcorp rigs are still up and running, but every time they try and get another facility operational, something mysterious and unfortunate happens. Plestex is doing every dirty thing they can to keep Westcorp from rebuilding and expanding, and the government no longer cares as long as the crude shipment quotas are fulfilled and there's no more gunfire and bloodshed."

Wilma dropped a stack of newspapers on the table while Veronica poured fresh coffee for both men.

Kord spent the better part of an hour grilling Peter for more details while he sifted through the articles. He'd missed much during his decade of isolation.


As he made his way through yet another past issue of the Times, his eyes landed on a picture next to one of the articles. His jaw clenched and his hands balled into tight fists. His steely gaze locked onto one of the men in the photograph. Although Kord was a man who could maintain control of his emotions in any situation, his entire body tensed with unleashed rage.


"What is it Kord? What's wrong?" Peter asked.

Kord threw the paper down, struggling to control his anger. "I know this man."

Peter studied the picture that caused his newest employee so much angst. His eyes bulged with disbelief. "Good God, you're actually friends with him?"

"No, just the opposite in fact."

"William Jefferson Sagahr is the cause behind all of our problems here—him and his damn company, Plestex." Peter said. "Just how well do you know him?"

Kord cracked his knuckles, the sound echoing throughout the tavern as he considered Peter's question. "I know him well enough to know he won't stop until he controls all of Caribou Point and has taken Westcorp for himself." Kord's eyes burned with a simmering rage that made the tavern owner visibly shudder. "This man is a predator. The apex of predators. He considers himself the supreme alpha male. He won't stop until he's accomplished whatever his objective is. I know him well enough to know this tiny port town is just a small part of a bigger scheme on a grander scale."

"What can you do about it, Kord?" Peter asked. "What can any one of us up here do about corporate espionage literally half a world away?"

Kord's mind was spinning. Dark thoughts awoke from the deepest depths of his mind, that he'd kept in check for years. When he glanced back at his new employer, his eyes no longer reflected anger. They burned with an inner fire.

The resurrection of an ancient alpha male.

"I can stop him, or at least stop him here." Every sinew of his body tensed at the thought of confronting Sagahr. "This town and its resources have an importance. Otherwise Sagahr wouldn't have invested so much effort here. He's a man who likes things neat and tidy. What's going on here is anything but that. I intend to make things extremely messy for my 'friend,' to the point of being a very large thorn in his paw."

Peter studied his new bouncer. "You sound like you've tangled with this Sagahr fellow before. Just how well do you know him?"

"I know him well enough to want him dead. By my hand. And well enough to know the feeling is mutual."

Kord stood up from the table and retreated to his usual seat in the shadowed corner of the bar. He needed time to plan. Sagahr had survived the destruction of their adopted homeland so many centuries ago, a destruction that Sagahr himself had set in motion through his attempts to usurp control from the advanced beings who had given them so much, including bringing them back to life. Sagahr's picture had released a flood of memories. Memories Kord had buried deep within. Memories he'd almost forgotten. Almost…

As a tribal chief, centuries ago, in the great northern land now known as Norway, Kord had been the fiercest and strongest of warriors, but he was also a peaceful leader. His village had enjoyed years of prosperity under his helm. Unlike neighboring tribes that raided and plundered for spoils, his people did not seek war. It was not their way. But jealousy and hatred among rival clans was rampant. The other villages wanted control of his tribe's fertile farmland and rich fishing coast. The naturally sheltered ports and inlets made ideal staging points for raiding expeditions into the southern lands. And so, the other tribes formed an uneasy alliance and enlisted the aid of a barbaric leader and his mercenary army to reinforce their troops in an effort to wipe Duncan Kord's clan off the face of Norway.

Kord's people fought bravely but were overrun by sheer numbers. Even Duncan, great warrior that he was, could not stop the bloodshed. During the battle, he'd engaged four warriors and had successfully dispatched three of his opponents before he was felled.

He would always remember the cowardly bastard who'd knifed him in the back—the man who whispered to him as he lay dying. "I've taken your lands," he said. "Your warriors will be my slaves. Your women will be my whores. You will never see Valhalla, and your soul will wander the desolate mountains like a banshee wind as you mourn your first and final defeat."

Kord dropped to his knees, his ancestral blade slipped from his grip to fall upon the scarlet-stained snow and mud. His assailant hovered over him like a ghoul feasting on his spilt mortality. Duncan knew the wound was fatal, but the bastard's words reverberated through him, right down to his core, fueling a hate-filled battle lust. Gathering the last of his strength, he palmed the dirk he'd always kept hidden in his leather belt and lunged forward, burying the blade hilt deep into the man who'd sought to destroy him and his people. His sudden attack caught his enemy unaware. Horrified, the barbarian leader looked down as the great Viking chief disemboweled him with a deep thrust and lateral slice.

"Then we shall embark upon damnation together," the Viking chief roared. Kord reached for his sword and swung the heavy steel in a savage arc slicing deep across his enemy's throat. The devil fell forward, coughing and spraying blood from both his mouth and bowels. Kord savored the look of fear on his enemy's face, as his own life's blood poured out of him. With one final burst of adrenaline, the Nordic warrior stood on unsteady legs, held aloft his mighty sword, and screamed the name of his god, Odin, as darkness finally overtook him.

Kord remembered looking into the eyes of his enemy after that fatal blow. The same eyes he studied in the newspaper in front of him. The same eyes that had destroyed his home. His people. Those eyes belonged to Sagahr.

"Kord?" A voice cried out shaking him from his memories.

The ancient Viking looked down to see a river of coffee flowing from the table down to the floor. His mug was crushed to fragments in his left hand. Veronica mopped up the puddle of coffee on the table.

"Are you okay? You mumbled the word 'Odin' and crushed your mug." The startled waitress blocked him from the stares of the other patrons.

"I'm sorry." Kord was still distracted by his memories. The image of his nemesis had triggered his past life, long buried.

Veronica's hand on his shoulder brought him back from his dark thoughts.

"Are you all right?" she inquired in a soft voice. "You were a thousand miles away just now."

"More like a thousand years. I'll get the mop from the back room and clean up this mess," he offered, snapping out of his reverie.

"It's okay, hun. I've got it." She squeezed his hand this time. "Why don't you go out and get some air? You look a bit pale, and that, for you, is something scary."

Kord nodded as he stood and went out the back door into a small alleyway. He walked around to the front of the building and took a few deep breaths. He looked up at the night sky dotted with lights from at least half a dozen drilling rigs and several smaller support platforms. For the first time in more than fifteen hundred years, he swore an oath to God, not the God of Christians, but the god of his forefathers.

"Odin," he called out to the heavens. "I will avenge my wife, my family, and my people … Both of my peoples … Those of my homeland and those who gave me new life." He gazed at the distant Plestex oil rigs. "I will slay the tyrant at long last."


Chapter 3

Concrete Jungle

Plestex Corporation, Penthouse Suite, New York City


William Jefferson Sagahr awakened early. The woman who shared his bed last night was still sleeping. As usual, he'd put the expensive call girl through her paces, and made her agency earn every cent of the exorbitant price the escort service charged. As he arose from his massive, custom-made bed, he took a moment to admire her sleeping form. She was beautiful, with luscious breasts and voluptuous hips. Her long, luxurious blond hair spread over the pillows like golden spun silk. He felt the sudden urge to sample her for a fifth time in less than nine hours. He often wondered why some men were into handcuffs and whips or other nefarious sex toys in the bedroom. He didn't require any of those things. He had his hands, his teeth, and his manhood. That was all he needed, all any real man needed. He chuckled to himself, a malicious predatory cackle of a man with boundless cravings. The sound of the door chime ended his perusal, and he slipped on his robe, walked out of the master suite, and answered the door.

"Jeffrey, good morning." Sagahr gestured his butler into his penthouse.

"Good morning, sir." Jeffrey wheeled in a cart loaded with breakfast foods, various juices, and imported coffee. "I trust you enjoyed your evening." He added in a neutral tone, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on setting the various steaming dishes on the dining table.

Sagahr smiled as he reached for a flaky croissant. "Thoroughly." He tore into the pastry. "One must take the time to enjoy the finer things in life, Jeffrey—a delicious meal, a fine wine, and a beautiful woman."

"Indeed, sir." His manservant nodded and handed him his morning newspapers before walking into the adjoining kitchen to make Sagahr's usual double espresso.

Jeffrey served the meal quickly and efficiently. He added freshly ground pepper to Sagahr's eggs, and carefully towel pressed each bacon strip before allowing it to touch his employer's plate. He inspected a six-ounce steak making sure the cut was prepared to his employer's liking.

Sagahr leafed through the business sections in between bites of his steak as Jeffrey picked up the half-empty wine glasses and dinner dishes from the previous evening.

"Our stock is up another two and three fifths," Sagahr announced. "This puts us in a better position for our next acquisition."

"Excellent news, sir," Jeffrey replied from the kitchen. "You're scheduled for a 9:30 a.m. briefing with your executive staff. Mr. Devery has taken it upon himself to provide me with a copy of the agenda for you to review. Would you like to review it now or shall I simply give you the highlights?"

"Give me the highlights. Devery is thorough, but far too long-winded for my taste," Sagahr continued scanning the stock prices. "Damn it to hell!" he swore. "Westcorp is still holding at their monthly high. I need to have their share price drop at least twenty per cent before we can buy a big enough chunk." Sagahr paused for a moment and glanced toward the kitchen, indicating he wanted Jeffrey to join him.

Jeffrey walked back into the open living/dining area and sat directly across from his employer. He reached inside his crisp black jacket, retrieved his cell phone, and began reviewing the highlights of the upcoming staff meeting.

"The first order of business is oil production figures from the Gulf. Several of our piers have been delayed getting back online due to hurricane activity. The Feds are tying up several of our materials shipments with red tape and bureaucracy. Mr. Connors has a detailed report for you."

Sagahr nodded as he drained his espresso. "I pay lobbyists hundreds of thousands of dollars to avoid these pitfalls. Washington is becoming a pain in my ass."

Jeffrey automatically stood, removed the empty espresso cup, and poured a cup of freshly brewed arabica, while Sagahr continued to read through the business section. When he reached for his coffee again it was fresh and filled to the brim. Sagahr paused, putting his paper down and glanced at his full cup. He looked over at his butler and lifted a thick brow in amusement.

"Mr. Crane has sent in a report from our interests in Alaska, it seems there was a disturbance involving several of our workers," Jeffrey began.

"Caribou Point?" Sagahr mumbled scanning more headlines.

"Yes, I believe that is the specified location." Jeffrey looked down at his hand-held device.

"Westcorp, again?"

"No, sir," Jeffrey answered. "More in the nature of a bar fight and a possible obstruction to your control of the town and its businesses."

"The refineries there are vital to—" Sagahr stopped in mid-sentence as his head snapped toward the bedroom.

Sagahr's dinner guest had finally awakened.

He looked at Jeffrey and whispered, "See to it she eats quickly, and have a car take her back to the hotel before I'm out of the shower."
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