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Chapter 1


It was funny how mass murder could put the brakes on a thriving tourism trade. The bottom fell out of the Union Island jerk-chicken industry in a big way. Cart-pusher Jerome Churchill Hanger watched his business prospects crumble, along with the local economy.


Everything had been going gangbusters for a couple of years, with tens of thousands of visitors coming to the island. Resorts were built. The one and only town on the island was given the fall quaint treatment: cobblestone street paving, brand-new, antique-looking streetlamps, a fresh updating of old-fashioned building facades. It all looked so inviting in the travel brochures and on Web sites.


But those improvements made the contrast more alarming when the photos of bloody corpses were broadcast on the global news stations.


Jerry Hanger the jerk-chicken seller didn’t know what the killing was about, exactly. It wasn’t the islanders’ affair. The victims—and there were lots of them—were almost exclusively visitors and recent transplants to the island. It was too bad, all the killing, but the islanders were keeping their distance from the whole affair. It felt safer that way.


Jerry’s auntie whispered that the killings were caused by evil people who had come to Union Island during the recent boom years, bringing with them the devils that possessed them. Jerry Hanger was a modem man and he didn’t buy into his auntie’s superstitions and he sure didn’t believe in people getting possessed by devils.


But he was satisfied with keeping his nose out of the killing business. Let the mainland feds and the island officials handle it, then pack up their bodies and go home.


Only forty-eight hours after the killings had commenced, and already the island was emptying out. The tourists couldn’t flee fast enough. The bodies went soon after that. Then the mainland officials. And today, many of the recent transplants started pulling up their shallow roots and departing.


Paradise hadn’t panned out.


Jerry Hanger’s jerk-chicken sales to the visitors dropped to almost nothing, so all he could do was bring his prices back down to pretourism levels and steer the cart back into the islander neighborhoods.


It felt good, like going home again, and the old calm was settling over the island. He found himself enjoying his job more than he had in years. He liked selling to his people, the locals. They knew good jerk chicken when they tasted it. They didn’t treat him like a novelty item, the way the visitors did.


The only downside to the whole affair, as far as Jerry was concerned, was the disappearance of the island president. On the night of the mayhem the president was airlifted off the island to safety. Everyone who cared about the well-being of the president breathed a sigh of relief. So long as he was safe from harm, then everything else would v/work itself out.


But when the killing was done and the bodies were being counted, there was the devastating news that the president had vanished right out of the helicopter that was carrying him to safety. No one could understand it.


Initially the death of the president consumed the islanders. They were heartbroken, even traumatized. The mass murder in their streets and the disruption to their economic infrastructure were minor compared to the heartache of the president’s death.


But by the end of the first day everybody Jerry Hanger knew seemed to be changing their tune on the president. What had been so great about that guy, after all? What had they liked about him? He was just another transplant from the mainland. Maybe it wasn’t so bad that he was gone.


It was a shame about Minister Summens, though. She had been the symbol of all that was beautiful about Union Island. She was the spokesperson and public face for the island, and it was a very pretty face indeed. And a nice body, too. She had been the only tourism official on any Caribbean island who actually appeared in commercials as her own bikini model. She was a shot in the arm for Union Island’s self-esteem.


And now she was dead. Too bad.


As the dusk sky became bloodred, Jerry realized he was just outside the cemetery. There was no living soul in sight, but he wasn’t alone. Nearby were the outlines in the sandy soil where the fresh graves were dug, to bury, the handful of locals who had been caught up in the mayhem.


Dawn Summens was there. No family to be sent home to on the mainland, so they had just buried her here.


What amazed Jerry was the quiet that had descended now that the visitors were gone. He heard the breeze for the first time in years. He could hear the cry of gulls on the beach, and the beach was half a mile away. He could hear—what?


What was it he was hearing? Was it the island itself? Had there always been this thrumming undercurrent that seemed to emit from the very soil? Was it something that he had been used to, in the time before the bloody tourists, coming back now that the tourists were history? What was that sound?


Though Jerry Hanger was a modem man, who didn’t believe in the foolish old traditions of his auntie, he could have sworn he was hearing some sort of a sound coming from the line of freshly dug graves near the street side of the fence.


The dusk was coming down fast and hard, and in minutes it would be black in the secluded cemetery. Jerry Hanger thrust his cart rapidly up the road to the comfort of the islander’s shanty village. He said nothing, not even to his auntie.


After years of scoffing her superstitions, how could he now admit to her that he had heard the whispers of the restless dead?


She came to awareness in the middle of a scream and realized she had been screaming for a long time.


She had become paralyzed some time ago from carelessly touching the dried remains of a sea creature stolen from the island’s natural history museum, forgetting to use rubber gloves. Without protection, the simple act of touching the specimen allowed its peculiar toxins to seep into her body through her skin. The dosage was enough to leave her paralyzed but aware.


She could hear and she could feel it when living hands touched her flesh to drag her from her stalled car. Her eyes popped open at one point and she could see perfectly. She watched the doctor perform a cursory examination of her limp body. She felt the touch of his cold steel stethoscope. He pressed it to her chest, listened for a beating heart—but not for long—then shook his head and walked away.


Why had he not heard her heart beating? He was careless. She knew her heart was working. She could feel it. Slowly, to be sure, but she knew she was alive.


Surely the doctor would have more tests to perform on her before he made his declaration of her death.


She was just one in the long lineup of victims, now laid out on the floor of the very museum from which she had stolen the specimen that poisoned her. All the victims were dead. The doctor went through them as if conducting tests on an assembly line. Then he laid out the death certificates on a reading table and filled them in methodically with a ballpoint.


She was just one more corpse to be certified— even though she was still alive.


Once she was officially and legally deceased, she was zipped into a plastic bag and put in a track.


Many of the dead were taken to the airport for transport back to the mainland United States. She wondered where they would take her. Her hometown? There was no one to claim her there. She was one of a few bodies that remained on the island after the airlift of corpses.


As the track moved on to its next stop, she was frantically trying to get her body to respond. She had to communicate with her handlers. She had to do something. Anything.


She was put in the official, tiny Union Island morgue. She could tell by the closeness of the air and the bone-chilling cold that she was in a refrigerated drawer. She couldn’t even shiver. The cold seemed to go on forever, and she finally lost awareness.


She came to when her body was moving.


She was still inside her body bag, but her eyes must have popped open again. As she felt herself wheeled over a threshold, she could see the blaze of the warming sun glow through the black plastic of her body bag.


The warmth felt wonderful, but she knew where she was going now. To her burial. She was lifted off the gurney and she felt strong hands on her legs and shoulders. She struggled to make herself move or make some small sound, offer some signal that she was alive.


Her eyes were working again! She was blinking!


In a moment, she felt herself lifted up and lowered again, into another tight space. The surfaces at her sides were padded. She was in her coffin.


Wait a second—she was still in the body bag. They had to take her out of the bag. They would have to take her but to embalm her, right?


But they didn’t. They were scared to touch her.


She might be toxic. They were going to leave her sealed up. She was like a piece of moldy meat found in the back of the fridge in a sandwich bag. Why open it before tossing it in the trash?


The coffin was placed in the hearse. It drove across the island in mere minutes—the island was not a big place. Soon she felt the shushing of the tires on sand and she knew she was on the unfinished back road from the town into the unpopular, non-beachfront. Union Island interior. The road went to the huddle of shanties and huts that housed the islanders, and along the way the unpaved trail curved by Union Island’s only cemetery.


That’s where she was taken. That’s where they laughed and made jokes and in minutes had wrapped her box in ropes and lowered her into the hole.


What about a service? A prayer? A few kind words? Didn’t anybody even come to say goodbye?


She felt the thump as the box settled into position, followed by the horrible lack of movement. She heard the shower of sandy soil over the coffin lid and the sound became muted as the inches of soil grew. Then there was no sound at all.


She tried to make her own sound. She tried to scream. For hours and hours she tried but the scream would not come. She opened and closed her eyes in the blackness, but there was nothing to see


How long would the air last? Not long. The box was small.


Finally, sensing that it was night, she dropped off to sleep, hoping that while she was sleeping the air would finally give out. It would be a blessing to never awaken.


Somehow she had awakened. Her body was working again. She had started screaming. Her body was capable of movement again. Later, she found she could lift her hands, and she weakly felt around the inside of her box, which told her how precious little room there was. Terror brought her strength back and she scratched through the plastic bag and pounded at the inside of the coffin, knowing all along it would do her no good.


She was an intelligent, well-educated woman, and the rational part of her mind wondered why she had not died of suffocation. She must have been in this box for a day, buried in the earth, and no matter how porous the island soil, it couldn’t let in enough air to replenish the confines of the coffin. So how was she finding enough air to breathe?


Why couldn’t she just die?


Once, when she stopped screaming from exhaustion, she felt the faintest touch of cool air on her hand. Her nugget of rational thinking latched on to the fact, then dismissed it as fantasy. There was no way fresh air could reach a buried coffin.


But the feather touch of cool air became unmistakable. The oxygen that had been trapped in the box must have been used up. So new air was reaching her. But how?


She began to work with her hands on the walls of the box. She ripped off the padding and tapped the wood. There was something different here. The sound of her tapping was less solid.


She worked at the wood hour after hour, until her fingers were raw. Finally she loosened a shard of wood and worked it tirelessly until she pulled it off. She heard the screeching of the nails and she felt sand sift through the opening. But not much sand.


She thrust her hand through the opening and felt what lay beyond. It was an open space in the earth. She didn’t know how to explain its existence and she didn’t care at the moment It was there, and so far it was keeping her alive.


She tore at the edges of the opening in her coffin.


Soon she found she had opened a corridor into which her entire arm would fit, and she explored the open space by touch. It was an adjoining grave. It was many years old, judging from the shriveled, desiccated feel of the remains. There were at least three bodies, bones as dry as com husks. Her groping hands discovered that their own coffins were reduced to damp droppings of wood powder and fragments of corroded nails.


Above the coffins was a concrete roof. It was designed to hold the dead in their place in the event the island was inundated by a storm surge—something that happened three or four times each century here in. the Caribbean hurricane zone. When the ocean soaked into the sandy soil, the coffins of the recently dead became boats that rose up through the earth. There was nothing quite so disturbing as seeing the burial box of a recently deceased family, member floating down the flooded streets..


She realized she had been buried close to the burial plot of one of the wealthier island families. Their coffins were old and disintegrated and the bodies had long since rotted away. There was hardly any smell as they waited the passage of time in their little hollow place.


She once ran things around here. She knew what a pauper’s grave on Union Island entailed. She even knew how much it cost the government coffers to buy the cheap coffin she had been buried in. She was in a cheap box in a cheap grave. No concrete cap in her plot. Just five or six feet of loose island soil, made light by silica sand and crushed coral.


She could get out of that


She laughed at her own madness. Once she had been buried up to her neck in sand on the beach in Jamaica by an old boyfriend, and she could barely move. There was no way to get through six feet of it.


But she had to do something. Better to die struggling than to lie here until the end came. She was not the kind to be passive. She hadn’t experienced her many successes in life by being passive. She had fought for her position as tourism minister of Union Island. She had come close to being president and had come close to gaining the island its independence and had come close to being very powerful and wealthy. She was a fighter and she would fight now.


She folded her body until her legs were under her and her back was lodged against the coffin lid. Even her slim, lithe body was compressed painfully. She pushed upward and felt the wood crack. The wood was cheap. She felt the shards tear her back flesh, but she didn’t feel the pain.


The top of the coffin cracked into pieces and the sand cascaded in around her. She forced her body up and into the sand-fall and thrust her arm up to her chest. She spread her hands in front of her, trying to make a hollow to trap a precious pint of air. It was what they told you to do if you were being buried in an avalanche of snow. It didn’t work well with free-flowing sand, but the adhesive nature of the soil mixed with the sand gave it just enough stickiness to let her create a pocket of air. She had one or two more breaths.


But she was on her feet. Her head was that much closer to the surface. For a moment she allowed herself to feel optimistic—only to feel the weight of the sand entrap her lower body as it was enveloped in soil. The coffin, where she had been lying in a chamber of air a moment ago, was now filled up. No air pocket left below her. As if she could have retreated to that place anyway.


She could move her legs. The air in her little space grew unbreathable in just seconds, and so she screamed into the little space. If there was a rational part of her mind still operating, it would have known that screaming was an inefficient use of the precious little oxygen her body retained in its cells, but she ignored rational thought. She was as good as dead. Dead. Might as well go out screaming.


Then something happened. Maybe it was a burst of adrenaline or maybe some survival instinct kicked in, but it felt like an electric shock jolting her body. It had an element of sound, like someone shouting in a speaker right next to her ear. It actually startled her.


She stopped screaming and her fear escalated. It was a new kind of a fear—a fear of what was in the earth with her. Not dead bodies. Not her bony neighbors in the adjoining burial plot, but something else more terrifying than death. Her muscles forced her limbs to work with surprising force. Strength born of terror brought her higher up in her crouch, and she was surprised to realize that her position had shifted her posture. During her thrashing, she had managed to straighten her legs under her. She was in fact worming her way out through the soil, moving closer to the surface.


But her air pocket was gone. She had taken her last breath. She either made it to the surface with what she had or she never made it to the surface. She pushed, moving her hands mere inches through the soil. She was slowing down.


She felt the shock again and heard the startling sound and her body recoiled toward the surface. She could stand dying in a cocoon of earth but she couldn’t stand the horror of the thing that was here in the earth with her.


But she was weakening. The final surge of adrenaline was used up. Her energy was depleted and her vision filled with sickly images that she knew meant her mind was being starved of oxygen. The shocking disturbances continued to come, but her depleted; mind could no longer react. As her mind shut down, she imagined that the shocking sounds had taken on the aspect of human speech.


Worm, the voice said. Be a worm in the soil. You are capable of that at the least. Are you at least a worm?


She was being humiliated. Her tormentor was adding insult to horror. But she was seconds away from death and even her terror of the thing in the earth was fading. Whatever was tormenting her, it would go away soon. Everything would go away soon.


Then she imagined in the soil was moving around her, and that something was forcing its way through the earth from below, and then she tasted the stale underground air. Corpse air, she was breathing. And a hollow place had formed again between herself and the chamber of the desiccated bones. She felt something vile and tubular and segmented scrounging in the dirt and scraping against her flesh, crawling on her with a thousand tiny legs. She gagged on the air—but it was air and she could breathe it.


But it was so repulsive she tried to push the thing away, only to find that the segmented worm-thing had encircled both wrists and begun to wriggle with them up through the soil. It dragged her wrists with it until her arms were being tom from their sockets. Her bones were being stretched beyond their capacity. She moved her legs as best she could to free the soil around them, easing the stretching of her backbone while she fought to dislodge the terrible thing.


Then she felt a new sensation when one hand was suddenly free of the dirt. The other hand followed it. The worm had pulled her hands out of the grave and into the world above. If she could only get her head above the earth, then she could get free of the disgusting worm that opened its orifice at her mouth and regurgitated corpse air into her throat. Being free of the thing in the grave was more important than saving her life.


With her hands free, she had new leverage, and she pulled her body through the loose soil. She pushed with her impossibly buried feet, and her flesh scraped and wriggled through the dirt until j somehow her head broke free.


The moonlight blinded her.


She flung her head from side to side. She retched on clean air. Only when she stopped choking did she realize that whatever had been attached to her face was gone. She was sucking in clean air, and maybe J the worm had been nothing but a nightmare.


But there was still the nightmare of her real situation. She was still chest-deep in her grave.


She clawed at the earth for another eternity, stopping to rest again and again. There wasn’t as much urgency now. She was alive. When her eyes were finally accustomed to the light, she saw the old headstone of the adjoining grave. It was the Colkan family plot. The bones she had handled so intimately were those of Rodney and Melinda Colkan, husband and wife, both dead in the sixties and in the grave for half again as many years. Edith Colkan, mother of Rodney, was in there with them. A cozy little family resting place, but how did Melinda feel about the arrangement?


During her rests, she wondered what the long-gone Colkans had been like. She thought of them with a kind of affection. They had, after all, saved her life.


But something else had been down there, as well and it had not been as amiable as the Colkans. What was it?


Maybe just her imagination. All she knew was that she was alive now, and that she was not the same person she had once been. Something was gone. She had left part of herself in the grave. Something that normal people have, she no longer had.


Call it sanity. Call it reason. Call it what you want—she no longer had use for it.


She was thought to be dead. How could she use that to her advantage? She was already thinking about her next step, even before she had managed to get her knees free of the grave.


When she finally stood, she felt surprisingly strong and fit, and she turned to leave the cemetery. The fence was not much challenge for one who had just clawed her way out of the grave.


When she reached the road, she looked one way and then the other. One way led to the little town that used to be her home. That was days ago, when she was a bureaucrat in the Union Island government.


It was a town of gift shops, restaurants and beach homes belonging to wealthy Americans.


Take the road the other way, and you came to the village of the islanders. It was a place of ramshackle shacks and little frame houses on cracked concrete slabs.


She walked to the islanders’ village.


It was quiet and dark. She didn’t know the time, but there was no sign of dawn. When she came to the village she headed for the first house.


It was, in fact, home of Jerry the jerk-chicken merchant, where he lived with his auntie, his mother, his sister and his sister’s children.


She didn’t bother to knock, but pushed through the screen door and headed for the kitchenette. All she cared about was getting water. She wondered how long it had been since she’d had water.


It was warm, gritty water, but she slurped handfuls of it before she became aware of the disturbance she was causing in the home. They thought there was an intruder. When the lights came on, the household got a look at her and they thought something different.


She was filthy, bloody, ghastly. Her clothing had disintegrated until only a mass of rags hung about her waist. Her hands were tom and dangled shreds of her flesh, and beneath the muck she was pale as a corpse. Her rich dark hair was matted around her shoulders.


Jerry Hanger knew who she was. He knew what she was—something his auntie had always warned him about He had never heeded to her devil talk.


He wanted to run, but he couldn’t move until she laughed at him, and that was all his mind could take. He fled, howling.


When she was alone in the hut, she rummaged for food in the little refrigerator. She found nothing but a loaf of spongy white bread. But there was a delicious smell coming from somewhere.


She found the smell coming from the cart at the back of house. Inside was a plastic bag of chicken parts, already lathered with spices. Jerry Hanger’s famous jerk chicken. Raw, but she didn’t care. She wolfed it down, tearing the flesh off the bone with her flashing white teeth.


There was noise out front, so she left through the rear and circled back to the road, her thirst and hunger temporarily quenched. She started thinking in more practical terms as she loped into the main town.


There was a guard around the darkened government house, but she slipped past easily enough and found one of her hidden keys, and went inside. The place was being inventoried, apparently. And her belongings were in boxes.


The former island president was out of the picture. She found a newspaper that was dated to the day after everything had gone wrong. The president was assumed dead. Jumped out of a rescue helicopter.


She considered that. She had known the president intimately. He was a fantastic coward. He would never have killed himself. Somebody had killed him.


Strangely enough, she somehow knew who had done the deed.


“Remo,” she said out loud.


She found the belongings, she needed, and changes of clothing, and took all the mad money that was stashed in the place. It was amazing how little she needed to move on to the next phase of her life.


“Remo,” she said.


She knew the one named Remo. They’d had lunch together. He was important. She wasn’t sure how or why. “Remo.”


Her new life. “Remo.”


She didn’t know what it meant, but there was no doubt. Remo was her new life—whatever that meant


She didn’t know anything else about him. How to find him. What to do when she found him.


She would see to it that he found her.


“Remo.”


The word kept popping out of her mouth. She ought to be keeping it shut until she was off the island, at least.


How was she going to get off the island without attracting attention? Was there anybody left on this miserable sand pile that might help smuggle her away?


Maybe there was.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo and he was on his way to assassinate his first dairy mogul.


First he had to get past the dairy mogul’s private army. Remo had taken on private armies before, though not armies outfitted in white jumpsuits with white bow ties and paper hats.


His, mind tripped over the incongruities of the grunt who emerged from the underbrush a few miles ahead, all in white. He was a fully equipped military grunt: sunglasses, scowl and an automatic rifle, and he held them all perfectly poised as Remo approached. Remo slowed the rental SUV to a crawl, and the grunt began to struggle to maintain the perfect expression of deep seriousness. He gave up and relaxed his bunched-up forehead, and concentrated on holding his head in exactly the right position to reflect, a beam of piercing sunlight, in Remo’s face.


Remo spent half his life dealing with petty powermongers and they irritated him to no end. He reached to the floor mats of the rental car and felt around until he had two grains of sand that had been tracked in. Remo put one between his left thumb and finger, stuck it out the window and flicked it.


The grain of sand traveled at the speed of a sub-sonic bullet until it crashed into the left hinge of the sunglasses. The hinge shattered and the sunglasses swung across the grant’s face like a pendulum on its remaining arm. The grant yanked them off, stared at the damage, failed to understand the cause, but then shoved them back on his face in a hurry, valiantly trying to regain his composure. The sunglasses balanced precariously on the nose bridge and one arm until Remo flicked the second grain of sand. The right hinge shattered. The grant rolled his eyes to the ground, but kept his head held high. The sunglasses, miraculously, stayed on the grunt’s nose as Remo rolled to a stop.


“I get it,” Remo said. “You’re a milkman!”


The grant ignored the comment, but the stiffening of his facial muscles told Remo that he was humiliated by the outfit.


“Nice glasses,” Remo added. “Is that the new style? My granny had some like that. Never could figure out how she kept them from falling off:”


“Your business?”


“Assassination, occasionally, but there’s a lot of busywork in between real jobs. What’s your line of work? Are you a milkman-mercenary or a mercenary-milkman?”


“You have ID?”


“Yes.”


“Show me.”


“You first.”


“Sir, you will present your ID or you will be arrested.”


“I’m pretty sure I don’t have to give you my ID until you give me yours.”


“Sir, this is private property and state law does give property owners the right to defend their property. Which I will not fail to do unless you identify yourself at once.”


“You must have spent hours memorizing that bowl of bulldookey. The fact is, this is public state property to the top of the ridge, which I think means you’ve got weapons on state land and that’s a felony and so maybe you’d better give me your ID first.” The milkman grunt made a sound of deep and condescending exasperation and felt for his pseudo- military ID badge, tucked in his pants’ pocket and attached with a retractable tether to his belt. He pulled out the badge wallet without losing the armless sunglasses teetering on the bridge of his nose, so he never saw Remo flick another grain of sand. The grunt yelped and dropped the badge, then patted his belt and his pocket.


“It fell on the ground,” Remo said.


The grunt spotted the wallet on the dusty earth, trailing a neatly severed cord. The grunt frowned and bent, keeping his head high, committed to keeping the sunglasses over his eyes no matter what. He felt around his feet for the wallet, and Remo flicked another grain of sand. The wallet flopped away. “You want some help?” he offered.


“Stay in the car, civilian!”


“Sure thing.” Remo found more sand on the floor mats and was pleased when he made the grunt lose the sunglasses during a graceless lunge for the wildly escaping ID wallet.


Finally he tackled the wallet, clutched it to his chest and leaped to his feet, waving a hand in the air in search of the piece of fishing line that must have been used to perpetrate the prank. He glared at the scrubby terrain where the prankster must be hiding. By the time he returned to the car he was in a foul mood and thrust the wallet at Remo.


“Good enough for you?”


“Sergeant Ready,” Remo said, “you need better sunblock.” He removed the visor and displayed the mirror for the grunt, all red face and huge, clownlike white eyes. “And look at your pantsuit. It’s a mess.”


“It’s not a pantsuit.”


“My granny used to wear outfits just like that. She called them pantsuits. Hers didn’t have an embroidered cow on the pocket.”


“Your ID!” Ready snapped.


Remo gave him his wallet.


“Penultimate?”


“Yes.”


“Remo Penultimate?”


“Yes.”


“Sounds fake.”


“Do you give everybody this much attitude when they come through here?” Remo asked. “I’ve met lots of lowlifes drunk on their own crumb of authority, but you’re one of the most obnoxious ever.”


Sergeant Ready thrust out his lower jaw. He was not a milkman to be trifled with, and his patience would only extend so far. Remo Penultimate had pushed him too far. “Sir, please step out of the car.”


“No, thanks.”


Now, you never said no to Sergeant Ready when he asked you to step out of the car. Never. He snatched the rifle off his back and leveled it at the driver of the SUV. “Get out of the car! Now!”


“What happened to your gun?” Remo asked. Although Sergeant Ready had followed his training and taken his aggressive posture several arm’s lengths from the vehicle, the driver somehow stretched out and grasped the muzzle of the automatic rifle, and it was all so quick that Ready didn’t have time to react.


“See?” Remo said. “It’s all bent.”


Ready stared at the muzzle. It was pinched flat and twisted like a soda straw.


“This is an act, isn’t it?” Remo said. “I mean, the milkman clothes and the thing with the glasses falling off and the ID that goes flipping around and the funny gun? You’re some sort of a roadside entertainer, right?”


“Sir. Get out of the car. Now.” Sergeant Ready unholstered his sidearm.


Remo got out of the SUV so fast that Sergeant Ready couldn’t follow the action, until the man was standing directly in front of him. It happened in an eye blink.


“I thought so. Another prop.” Remo was holding Ready’s sidearm—and showing him how the butt I could be twisted back and forth as if it were made of rubber.


Sergeant Ready screeched, grabbed the gun and felt the butt himself—solid steel, but now hopelessly mangled. He slammed it into the ground.


“You’ve, got passion, I’ll give you that, but the slapstick act needs work,” Remo said.


Sergeant Ready yanked out the handcuffs and snapped them on Remo Penultimate’s right wrist—only to find he had somehow shackled his own left wrist instead. He grabbed Remo’s left wrist, then found himself landing on the ground on his back, and there was some movement he couldn’t follow. When it was all over, his left ankle was in the other loop of the handcuffs, which were stretched taut between his legs.


“Well, it’s kind of funny, I suppose,” Remo Penultimate said doubtfully. “Here you go.” He tossed a quarter in the dirt alongside Ready. “I’d love to stay and see more, but I’ve got a meeting with Mr. Milque.”


Remo got in his SUV and drove up the road. Sergeant Ready struggled desperately to his feet and grabbed his holstered radio. Smashed. He ended up skipping down the hill with his upper body bent low over his ankle. If he let an intruder get past his checkpoint without at least warning the main house, he was a dead man. Stan Milque did not like surprises. That was why he had armed guards in the first place.


There was a spare radio in the camouflaged hut that served as his guard post. He got the main house on the line and warned of an intruder.


Base was not amused by his failure. “You let one man get past you. Ready? How’d you manage that?”


Ready wasn’t sure what had happened. Everything had just seemed to go catastrophically wrong. “Sabotage!” he blurted.


“Sabotage?” The shift commander wasn’t buying it.


“You want me to explain it now?” Ready snapped. “Intruder ETA is one minute.”


“We’ll handle it.” The radio went dead. Ready was relieved that he would have time to come up with some sort of an explanation for what happened—if only he could figure it out himself.


Stan Milque fidgeted at the window and paced the floor of his private office. There had been an intruder warning—and then nothing for many long minutes. He watched the white-uniformed men covering the entire grounds once each minute, finding nothing.


“Is Milque really your last name?” Remo asked.


Stan Milque spun around and found himself facing a stranger. “You’re the intruder.”


“Brains like that are what make you a dairy mogul.”


“How did you get past my men?”


“The Milky Militia? Piece of cake.”


Stan Milque backed behind the desk and used his foot to nudge the button on the silent alarm on the desk leg.


“Who are you?” Milque asked.


“Remo. Something or other.”


“Penultimate.”


Remo snapped his fingers. “That’s it. You’ve been talking to Sergeant Unprepared.”
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