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Chapter 1


The castle was burned to the ground.


Funny thing about that. Stone castles aren’t supposed to burn to the ground, but there was no denying that Loch Tweed Castle was reduced to ashes. The local gossip placed the blame on the late Mrs. Tweed-Smythe, who had taken to collecting newspaper clippings during the Second World War. What started as a hobby, the locals claimed, became an obsession. Mrs. Tweed-Smythe tried to keep it secret that she was filing away a copy of the newspaper, each and every day, year after year.


The locals who were employed by the late Mr. and Mrs. Tweed-Smythe reported on the unusual volume of newspapers received by the old couple. The London Times, the Peebles Shire News, plus the Edinburgh Evening News and some others. No one could explain the need for all those newspapers.


There had to have been twenty or thirty thousand daily newspapers stored in the old cellars of the castle. With that much fuel, the fire would burn on and on, until even the stone walls crumbled. It was the only reasonable explanation for the extent of the castle’s obliteration.


“So there’s no chance of finding any bones,” the locals decided as they discussed the matter endlessly. “There’s nothing left but dust.”


This made the tragedy even harder on the good people of the little Scottish village. Many of their sons and husbands and fathers—and a few wives—were driven mad during the recent troubles. They had stormed the castle, for reasons that were too foolish to believe and best left unsaid. They killed the poor old Tweed-Smythe and his helpless, daft wife, then burned the castle down around them. Nobody understood why it had happened. All they knew was that their loved ones were dead and gone, without even bones to bury.


The simple, mourning villagers were wrong. Old Mrs. Tweed-Smythe was as crazy as they came, but she didn’t hoard newspapers, and it wasn’t a stash of six decades of the Strathspey & Badenoch Herald that fueled the flames. The cause was the strategically placed phosphorus tablets. The secret researchers who worked below the castle placed the phosphorous to be sure that, if the castle burned up, it burned up real good.


The villages were also wrong about there being no bodies.


“Fuh! Christ!” The English gentleman got a face full of putrid air when he wrenched open the trapdoor. Something inside was decomposing.


The Englishman staggered away and vomited into the ashes, then rested with his hands on his knees.


This was awful. He shouldn’t have to do this kind of thing. There should be people to do it for him. All his life there were people to do it for him, whatever it was.


But he couldn’t trust anyone else, friends, family or coconspirators. Not with this. And he had to do it now, because surely some sort of a cleanup detail would be here soon to make absolutely sure the place had burned completely. Then his prize would be lost forever.


But did he have what it took? Of course he did! He was an Englishman—a true, old-fashioned, unflappable Brit.


But could he really do it?


Well, certainly. He had faced unpleasantness before and come through with flying colors. There had been the bit of murder down in Africa a few years back, and then the other bit of murder, also, coincidentally, in Africa, also a few years back. His constitution had been fully tested and hardened. Or so he had thought, until he had breathed in the fumes of the rotting corpses down there.


“You must do it, old man, or you’ll never get the empire off the ground,” he stated aloud, using his haughtiest tone. Arrogance always lifted his spirits. Arrogance was his best character trait.


He made for the trapdoor, covered his nose and mouth with a handkerchief and stepped into the blackness. He felt his way down the steep emergency stairs, which had buckled from the heat, and didn’t turn on the flashlight until he reached the bottom.


After more vomiting, he picked his way among the corpses. They were charred from the initial blast, but the stone-crumbling heat had missed this place and left, more than enough human flesh to putrefy. He hoped that was a good sign. Maybe his treasure would have survived, too.


Then he saw the state of the containment boxes, the steel walls black and pitted from the heat. The things that had once been inside would be nonfunctional. Dead.


He followed the only corridor, going deep into the earth, until he came to the emergency-isolation development room. Oddly the aluminum containment chamber was open and burned. The corpse on the floor smelled to high heaven, but he wasn’t burned at all. The fire that destroyed the castle hadn’t touched this chamber, and yet the containment cell showed signs of superheating.


In the congealed blood on the floor, the Englishman found a thin crust of opaque crystal.


They had escaped, and then they were burned. Tiny crystal splotches indicated that the fleeing entities had been assassinated, one colony after another. They didn’t get far.


His worry grew, but there was still one last place to look. The drunken American—the same man who secretly removed the phosphorus incendiaries from this wing of the laboratory—had provided him with this secret.


By virtue of his renowned patriotism, unquestioned loyalty and distance from London politics, the Englishman had been asked to lead a security probe into assorted secret projects. That was how he found out about the secret work at Loch-Tweed Castle. It was a joint American and British weapons-development effort. Those very few British who were aware of the project were worried about the security measures at the laboratory.


After gaining his confidence, the Englishman wheedled the truth about the security out of the American researcher. About the sabotaged self-destruct system—and about the hidden sample.


‘I couldn’t bear it if all my work was burned alive,” the American slurred after five big gin and tonics.


“Oh, I agree. Good work,” the Englishman said. “I assure you, this is between the two of us.”


Soon afterward, it was the Englishman’s secret alone. After two more gin and tonics, the American had passed out. The Englishman put him in his car, started it and put the transmission in Drive, then slammed the door as the vehicle began rolling away. It rolled directly off the road into the Thames. Windows open, the car went down in seconds and wasn’t hauled out again until morning.


The American researcher’s hidden sample was right where he said it would be—buried two feet under the earth, directly beneath the destroyed aluminum cube. The Englishman unearthed it in minutes. The insulated box contained twenty-four stainless-steel straws, each of which could wipe out a city.


The tiny glass capsule in the bottom of the box was green. The chemicals inside the capsule would react to damaging heat by turning red, permanently, but the capsule was still green.


Which meant the creatures—things, devices, whatever—inside the steel straws were still alive. Viable, functional, whatever.


The Englishmen had just become the most powerful man on the planet.


This was only right and proper.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo, but around these parts folks knew him as the Big Rig Bandit of 1-44.


“You’re him, ain’t you?” asked the terrified driver.


“Who?” Remo asked.


“The Big Rig Bandit of 1-44. You’re him.”


“Never heard of him. But I’m him.”


The driver was no longer driving. She had been a minute ago, barreling down the interstate and listening to the CB chatter about the bandit. There was a lot of chatter. People were scared.


“You been stealing rigs up and down this stretch of road,” the driver said. “Got yourself a peculiar reputation.”


“How’d my reputation get peculiar? I only started hijacking eight hours ago.”


“You ain’t gonna hurt me, are you?”


Remo frowned. He didn’t like having a reputation. “They say I hurt people out there?”


The driver cranked her head to look at Remo, but it did her no good, what with one of her own grease rags tied around her head to make a blindfold.


She had never heard him, never sensed him. All of a sudden, she felt a tiny pinch on the neck and felt her arms and legs stop working. In a flash she was scooted into the passenger seat and belted in, and only then did she realize she had been blindfolded. She had expected to feel her vehicle veer out of control and crash, but it drove on as if nothing had happened.


His first words to her had been, “Just consider me your relief driver.”


Now he said, “Well? Who says I hurt people?”


“Nobody,” she admitted.


“What do they say about me?”


“That you’re some sort of a weirdo. You hijack ’em, then strand ’em. You ain’t hurt a single soul. But what’re you doing with all those rigs, I wanna know?”


“If I told you, then maybe you’d be the first one I had to hurt.”


The driver tilted her head like a curious mutt. “Naw. I think you’re a nice guy.”


“No way. I’m bad.”


“You’re a pussycat.”


“Hey, no. I’m a killer. I killed lots of people. I could kill you, too, just like snapping my fingers.”


The driver laughed. “You’re a funny. I like you, kid. Name’s Penny.”


“Hi, Penny. I’m Darren ‘The Decapitator’ Dougally.”


Penny laughed. “Yeah, right.”


Remo had to admit Penny was a cool customer. She wasn’t just putting on a brave front, she truly wasn’t the least bit concerned about being hijacked and paralyzed. Maybe she was bonkers.


“So? Where you gonna leave me, Triple-D?” she asked.


“How about the access road back of the Neosho Truckers’ Campus?”


“That’ll be just fine,” Penny said. “Give you lots of time to get to wherever you got to go while I hike on in. You’re going to unfreeze me so I’ll be able to hike, right?”


“Sure,” Remo said easily, but now he had an itch in his head.


Penny was cool, but she couldn’t be that damn cool. He could sense her pulse, and it was suspiciously modulated. So was her breathing. She was cool in a practiced way, and why should she practice being cool unless she was some sort of an undercover agent who needed to be cool in extreme situations?


“You’re from Langley, huh?”


Her heart rate rocketed, even as she replied easily, “Nope, I’m a Texas girl from Angelina.”


“The Bureau?”


“Pardon?” she asked.


She was still tense, but her pulse didn’t spike again. Remo could tell such things. “You know, the Company’s not supposed to do intelligence-gathering inside the U.S.”


“What are you talking about?” Penny chuckled, but she did it like an expert Only Remo’s highly tuned hearing picked up the slight quavering of her nervousness.


“So. CIA it is. You people tracking the Big Rig Bandit of 1-44 or this vehicle specifically?”


“Triple-D, I got no clue—”


“Can it, Agent,” Remo said. “You’re with the CIA and you’re operating on U.S. soil. That’s the facts I know so far.”


“Boy, you’re crazy,” Penny replied, her heart now in her throat. “You’ve hijacked one too many rigs today, and the stress is making you a little, you know, paranoid, like.”


“Maybe,” Remo said. “Here’s an idea. I drive you on into Springfield and turn myself in to the news station and they broadcast live. You and me. And I tell them how I think you just might be a CIA agent. I’ll look totally crazy, right?”


Penny said nothing, but her heart was racing like a marathon runner.


“So, think about all the publicity when they do a little checking and find out you are a CIA agent. Operating illegally inside the United States.”


“You’ll go to prison,” Penny protested.


“Naw. I have legal title to this particular vehicle,” Remo said. “I didn’t leave any physical evidence at any of the other hijacks. Fact is, you—meaning the CIA—stole my RV.”


“Ain’t your RV,” Penny snapped. “I was hired to take it to its rightful owner in Indianapolis.”


“I’m the rightful owner, and I have the papers to prove it. But never mind that. We’ll let Fox News sort it out. In fact, we’ll make it in time for them to get us on their 5:00 a.m. program.”


Penny stewed. Remo drove. The mile markers decreased by fifteen.


“Okay. Fine. I’m with the Company,” she admitted. “What’s your purpose?”


“Figure out about this vehicle.”


“What about it?”


“What do you mean, what about it? If this is really your recreational vehicle then you were the guy who was driving it on national TV, right? You got half the military in the Southwest U.S.A. mobilized around it, and then you just disappeared. Nothing left but questions about who gave the orders to the military and where y’ all vanished to.”


Remo hmmed. “There should have been a note that made it all okay.”


“Huh?”


“You know, like from somebody high up in the government?”


“Yeah. There was all kinds of authorization. So?”


“What do you mean, so?”


“I mean so what? Just because somebody high up says it’s okay don’t make it okay at all. Makes it more suspicious than ever. We gotta know.”


“Who has to know? What do you have to know?”


“Who’s behind the hijackings and what your purpose really is, of course.”


“Why?”


“Because we don’t know, why else?”


“I see. So you’re with some sort of a supersecret club inside the CIA, right?”


“No,” Penny shot back, her heart rate leaping.


“I’ll take that as a yes. So what do you think you know about all of this already?”


“Just what I told you. Ain’t that enough?”


“Liar. Did you know your nostrils flare when you lie? Even in the dark I can see it”


“They don’t flare!” Penny protested. “Not anymore! I trained ’em not to.”


“Hey, it’s just a little bit, hardly enough to be noticeable. Now, what do you know about all this?”


“I said, nothing.”


“Nostrils! Start talking or I get Walter Jacobson on the phone.”


Penny sulked. “After the network morning-show fiasco, we tracked the RV being hauled to a chop-shop in Tucumcari. They did a butcher job on it, then hauled it to a private garage out in the sticks, where it got smashed up like it was in a wreck. Damn thing changed hands three more times with the SUV it used to be attached to, then it ended up in a RV body shop in Flagstaff and both was restored to what they are now.”


“Keep talking.”


“The RV looks like a vintage Airstream again and the SUV looks like any other SUV,” she pointed out. “They’re not welded together like some oddball vee-hickle like you expect to see at a monster truck show.”


“Tell me the stuff I don’t know already.”


“Okay. All we knew was that somebody was working the system better than even we knew how to. Legal title on the RV and this here SUV was held by the military, the State of New Mexico and then Vintage RV s of Santa Fe, all in the course of two weeks. Even the U.S. Postal Service had legal possession of the thing for a few hours on Wednesday. Damn, it was beautiful how you people worked it. How’d you do it?”


“Beats me. I just do grunt work. You try to put some sort of electronic tracking doohickeys on it?”


“Didn’t dare,” Penny said. “We saw the thing being scanned for bugs every day and every night. You folks were sending orders to the FBI to do the scanning. One time it was the Flagstaff PD. Once it was BIA!”


“What’s BIA?”


“You don’t know?”


“Told you, I’m just the grunt.”


“Bureau of Indian Affairs. Anyway, you people had it zipped up tight. So we took the human approach. When they went to hire a driver to take it to Indy, I applied and managed to get the job instead of the regular relocation service.”


“How’d you get the job, exactly?” He could feel the interior heat up from Penny’s radiating face. “I see. A little puttin’ out.”


Penny was too embarrassed to even try denying it. “Well, hell, what am I supposed to do now?” he demanded.


“Tell me who you are,” Penny said.


“Aren’t you supposed to leave the questions to the professional interrogators?” Remo asked. “I assume they’re tracking us. I can hear your cell phone working its little chips. They must be listening to everything we say. That’s why you’re stalling and telling the whole long story.” He snatched the phone from the breast pocket of her denim shirt. The display was dark, but there was a lot of electricity zipping around inside. Remo squeezed it flat in one hand, which took more effort than smashing a typical mobile phone. He crumbled the remains like Roquefort cheese.


Penny felt the chunks placed on her lap. “That phone was armored with steel plate.”


“Felt like it.”


“It’s too late to get away. They’ll swarm this vehicle in minutes. They won’t let you slip the net.”


“Why not?”


Penny glared sightlessly in his directly. “Because. Whoever you are, you’re not under control.”


“Not under your control, you mean?” Remo asked, his hackles rising. “And who are you people exactly?”


Penny got stubborn. “Don’t ask me. I’m just a grunt.”


The truck stop was lit as bright as Las Vegas, but there were just two customers in the entire place—two truckers sipping coffee in a booth at the restaurant. They stopped sipping when they heard the sound of propellers.


“Sounds big,” said the trucker with the mustache.


“Yeah” said the trucker without a mustache.


They were identical twin brothers, separated at birth, raised on opposite sides of the country. They barely knew each other while growing up. They had both chosen to make a living as long-haul truckers and met up for a coffee every few months when their paths crossed. Despite their disconnected lives, they shared that amazing bond that all twins shared, in which each seemed to know what the other was thinking.


“Real big,” said the brother without the mustache, as the black shape swooped out of the dark sky and thundered to a touchdown on the empty interstate, roaring by the truck stop without slowing much.


The racket brought the waitress stumbling out of the ladies’ room with her skirt tucked in her underwear. “What is it?”


“Hercules,” said the brother with the mustache. “C-130. Heavy-lifter.”


“Worked on one in the Army,” added his brother. “Don’t say?”


“Great big sucker.”


“Yeah.”


“Oh, my God!” The waitress ran into the parking lot, waving her arms at the headlights that had appeared on the highway, closing fast on the taxiing aircraft.


“Herc pilot ought to put on some lights if he’s gonna land on the road,” said the man without a mustache.


“That goes without saying.”


“I apologize, then.”


There was no chance the shrieking waitress was going to reach the highway in time to warn the approaching vehicle, which wasn’t slowing. The gigantic aircraft had to have been visible, even with its lights off, but the approaching headlights didn’t reduce speed.


As it flashed by the truck stop, the brothers could see the perfect gleaming profile of a restored Airstream towed behind a big SUV.


A quarter mile later it was about to rear-end the Hercules, but the airplane lowered its ramp. The SUV accelerated, then drifted up the ramp and disappeared inside the aircraft. The Herc accelerated and lifted off.


The waitress watched it vanish, which didn’t take long in the dark of night, then she turned and stared at something far down the highway. It was a woman, running wearily to the truck stop.


“Are you hurt? Were you raped?” the waitress shouted as she followed the haggard jogger into the restaurant


“Would you shut up? I’m fine. I’m gonna use your phone.” The jogger barked some sort of code words into the telephone, then turned on the twins. In minutes, the sky filled with helicopters. Unmarked cars arrived next. The state police came last demanding explanations.


“Got away?” shrieked the woman who had jogged to the truck stop. She was getting some sort of update on a- walkie-talkie. “It’s a freaking flying football field! Half the state must have seen it!”


“Running dark,” pointed out the brother with the mustache.


“Above the cloud cover, and it’ll cushion the sound,” his brother explained.


“Shut up!”


The brothers were questioned. They told the same story as the waitress, and when they asked to see the Feds’ badges they were rebuffed. They helped themselves to more coffee. The woman jogger asked them one last time, “You sure you didn’t get the numbers off that aircraft?”


“’Course we didn’t. It was running dark.”


“Goes without saying.”




Chapter 3


There were no sacred cows left. Even the highest of all honors had become polluted with the political realities of the modem age. These days the monarchy was symbolic, and when the British crown bestowed the honor of knighthood it wasn’t necessarily to recognize great accomplishment. Sometimes it was, quite simply, politically expedient.


It all started with a zealous reporter on the local paper. He needed a story and there was no news to be found, so he scrounged some up. There are always problems, he was known to say, that have yet to be brought to the attention of the people,


This problem wasn’t likely to stir the masses, but it filled half a front page. Newfoundland Is Knightless! the headline screamed.


It reported that not one citizen of the Canadian province of Newfoundland had received knighthood in a decade. The queen had knighted a few citizens of Ontario, a couple of English-speaking Quebecers and a handful of Albertans and British Columbians. There was even a man from the Yukon who received a knighthood a few years back for rescuing a Royal Navy ship from pack ice.


“Why have the good people of Newfoundland received no such honor?” the paper asked.


“Why No Newfie Knights?” asked the TV promos when the Newfoundland news programs latched on to the scandal.


A marine environmental study was released the next day, and anything that concerned fishing was real news. The business about the knights was forgotten, but the PR strategists for the royal family had noticed the uproar.


“We need to act now,” explained the royal administrator of Her Majesty’s public relations. “The next time the story surfaces it could create ill will.”


So they tossed a knighthood at the first semiqualified candidate from Newfoundland. Good public relations were ninety percent forward thinking, after all.


To be fair to the royal administrator of Her Majesty’s public relations, he couldn’t possibly have foreseen the disaster that resulted from bestowing knighthood on Regeddo Tulient.


Her Majesty’s army of honor arrived at the Confederation Building in St. John’s, Newfoundland, in a fleet of taxis, then gathered in formation on the front steps.


Regeddo Tulient circled to the head of the formation and looked around.


“Take control, Sir Tulient,” barked the voice in his ear.


“I don’t know if they’ll even listen to me,” Tulient whined.


“They’re paid to listen. You’re their boss. Start acting like it.”


Tulient wasn’t sure he was cut out for this. He didn’t like telling people what to do. He wasn’t a people person. He was an archaeologist. Not even a good one. He had happened to discover, through no fault of his own, the remnants of the earliest Viking settlement in Newfoundland. To his astonishment and embarrassment, they knighted him for it.


“I don’t think I deserve it,” he confided to Her Majesty’s representative.”


“You made a great find that proved the English were on this soil a thousand years ago. It’s a monumental discovery.”


Actually, he had been looking for the remains of a hundred-year-old railroad spur. His expertise was in the recent history of Newfoundland and Labrador, and he later realized he had been looking for the railroad spur on the wrong side of a certain hill. The Viking find really had been a blunder. And the proof that the Vikings were “English” was based solely on a few pieces of wrought jewelry found at the site, which had originated in England. Only the British nationalists saw it as evidence that the Vikings were, somehow, English. Still, it was a boost to English and Newfoundland pride, and after a few deeply embarrassing ceremonies and a horribly uncomfortable trip to London, it was over with.


Until the knock that came on Tulient’s door a few months back, along with an opportunity that was beyond belief.


“Follow me,” Regeddo Tulient stammered, and the mercenaries did follow him.


At the entrance to the mezzanine of the Confederation Building was the main security checkpoint. The commander of the mercenaries, a man named Hare, presented a sheaf of papers.


The chief of mezzanine security weighed the stack of forms in his hand and skimmed the first page, then looked incredulously at Tulient and Hare.


“Financial planning conference in the Gilbert wing,” Hare explained tersely.


“All of you?” the security chief asked, eyeing the rows of men in badly fitting suits, skewed ties and matching vinyl briefcases.


“We’re cleared. Check the paperwork.”


“Heh. Yeah.” The chief of security pushed them back at Hare and waved the mercenaries through.


“You—you’re supposed to clear us,” Tulient said, suddenly panicking. He had been expecting the security staff to catch the forged papers. He had been hoping for it.


“No, thanks. I got better things to do.”


One of the mercenaries dropped his briefcase, and it clattered noisily on the steps. It burst open, and paperwork began flying away in the breeze. The man cried out and scampered wildly after the papers, and for a moment, nobody was looking at the metal detector.


Hare flicked a tiny pellet at the detector. It hit on the inside and a tiny puff of powdered steel covered the inside panel. The metal detector began whooping, even with nobody inside of it. The security staff puzzled over it and cursed as the whooping continued and the entrance became crowded with more visitors.


“Can’t you just do a pat-down search?” Hare demanded. “We’re expected upstairs in two minutes.”


Nobody had a clue why the metal detector was acting up. Not only was it making a racket, but also the video screen was all white. The tiny powder particles were still unnoticed on the inside of the walkway. The crowd was getting ugly, and the whooping wouldn’t stop.


“Aw, just go,” the security chief said, and with a wave of his hand he ushered the mercenaries into the Confederation Building. They hurried through the metal detector, looking at their watches, like all harried accountants and bureaucrats. The metal detector just kept whooping and the security chief started kicking it.


The Confederation Building had 675 rooms when it was built in the 1960s, and it had been expanded at least twice. Tulient was hoping now that they would just get lost. But no such luck. Hare knew the way. On the sixth floor of the tower, Tulient and Hare left the elevator with eight other mercenaries. More climbed the stairs on either end of the building. They took out their automatic rifles and unfolded the stocks, leaving the Wal-Mart briefcases scattered in the hall.


“Maybe we should rethink this,” Tulient suggested.


Hare ignored him and pushed through the doors into the office suite of the premier of Newfoundland and Labrador.


His secretary looked up. “Can I help you?”


“Uh, yes, well,” Tulient said, but Hare was already pushing through the doors into the office of the premier.


“Hey!” said one of the honor guards, who stood outside the door to the office.


“Halt!” said the second guard.


The men in suits took away the guards’ rifles. Each of the guards came to the late realization that there was real trouble brewing, and they went for their handguns, only to be bashed in the skull with the butt of their own rifles.


“What’s going on here?” It was the premier himself, on his feet behind his ornate antique desk.


The mercenaries parted before him, and Tulient was deeply embarrassed to find himself the focus of everyone’s attention. He had no choice but to move forward.


“Give the speech,” someone shouted. Tulient had forgotten about the headset. “Use your authority. You have the right and the obligation to do what you do.”


“Mr. Tulient!” the premier exclaimed.


“He knows who I am!” Tulient hissed as terror fought with embarrassment. “I’m getting out of here!” But when he turned, he found that the mercenaries had closed ranks behind him. They looked grim.


“Tulient, you can’t back out now,” the voice said. “Give the speech.”


“Aren’t you Mr. Tulient, the archaeologist?” the premier asked. Of course, the premier had been present for the knighting of one of his citizens.


“Yes, sir, Premier,” Tulient squeaked. “Ahem.”


“Yes?”


“Uh, I, Sir Regeddo Tulient, humble servant of Her Royal Majesty the queen of England.”


The premier nodded. “Yes?”


“Under the authority and obligation vested in me by the Proclamation of the Continuation of the British Empire…”


Someone coughed.


“Get on with it,” the premier said.


“—I reassert the authority of the Crown on this New Found Land for her Majesty the Queen and assume control and rank of governor of all the territories and assets of this province.”


The premier squinted. “Okay, I am trying hard to understand this. Sorry if I’m a little slow, eh, but what the hell are you talking about?”


Tulient felt better now. The declaration was made.


“Under what authority again?” the premier asked.


“The Proclamation of the Continuation of the British Empire, written in 1655, provisionally altered in 1702, 1709 and 1742,” Tulient lectured. Lecturing was one of his few skills. He enjoyed talking at people, at least until they started asking questions.


“Are you sure there is such a thing? I’ve never heard of it.”


“There is,” Tulient stated flatly, his ire finally elevating.


“So you’re here to seize authority of Newfoundland and Labrador?” the premier continued. “Newfoundland’s already subject to the queen.”


“Newfoundland has illegally distanced herself from the authority of the Crown, disregarding the edicts of the Crown, ignoring its obligation to support the Crown monetarily,” Tulient retorted. Oh, he was enjoying himself now.


“There’s nothing illegal about it. The Crown bestowed independence upon us. You’re a Canadian historian. You ought to know this.”


“The Proclamation of the Continuation of the British Empire makes it illegal, regardless of the implied sanction of the Crown,” Tulient explained, feeling haughty. Him! Feeling haughty! Who would ever have believed it? “As a knight of the realm of the British Empire, I have the right and the duty to reassert the authority of the Crown on this territory, effective immediately.”


The premier laughed. “Is this some sort of a prankster television show?”


The mercenary commander had been patient for about as long as he could stand it. “May I shoot him, Premier?” the mercenary asked Tulient.


“I’m the premier!” responded the man behind the desk, trying to stop laughing.


“Not anymore,” Tulient snapped, and he nodded to the mercenary, Hare.


Hare shot the man behind the desk, right in the chest.


The secretary screamed and security teams were running here and there and Tulient felt like Odin or some other powerful being that could look down on the chaos of mankind and feel utter calm and confidence. After all, he and only he had power over this chaos.


“You have a choice,” he announced to the prim executive assistant. “You may stop screaming and go back to your desk and continue to serve the new governor of Newfoundland, or you may join the ex-premier.”


The woman swallowed her scream as the body was being carried out on a woven carpet.


“The rug is ruined,” she said tearfully.


“We’ll get another rug,” Tulient said, giving her a comforting smile. She sadly smiled back.


“He was sort of a jerk.” She was almost asking Tulient for permission to rationalize being okay with her boss’s murder.


“Everybody thought so,” he said, although he had no idea if this was true.


The secretary sat at her desk. Tulient nodded for his soldiers to lower their automatic weapons.


All at once, he had people skills! A little confidence was all he had ever needed. He felt wonderful.


The shooting started on the lower floors, and the infrequent voice came on in his ear. He kept forgetting he wasn’t alone. “You’re doing quite well. Sir Tulient. Now it is time for you to show the rest of the province, and the world, that you are in control of Newfoundland and Labrador.”


“I shall.” He sounded different—even he could hear it. He marched with his guard to the executive security booth and addressed the entire Confederation Building on the emergency public-address system.


“This is your new governor,” he announced. “I don’t wish there to be any more fighting. Lay down your weapons. Your resistance will make no difference.”


At that moment, as planned, the mercenaries engaged in the various gun battles put down their automatic rifles and let loose with a trio of portable machine guns that packed quite a wallop. Their opponents withered.


The survivors saw the stark contrast in their two choices. But if they did stop fighting…?


“You will be permitted to return to your jobs or simply go home,” the new governor announced on the PA.


Well, that settled it. The security forces dropped their weapons as if they were red-hot. Hands went skyward in surrender, and the Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador became the first territory to be retaken by a twenty-first-century knight. And imagine, Tulient was thinking, I was just an archaeologist who happened to like old trains.


The reports came from all levels that the Confederation Building was taken. “Remember, I want every one of the former employees to be treated kindly,” he said. “Offer all of them triple their former salary to stay on the job. Payable in U.S. dollars.”


“Yes, Governor,” replied Hare, who seemed to be having as much fun as Tulient. His soldiers had reported no casualties.


“At this time,” Tulient spoke into the PA again, “would the minister of finance please report to my office?”




Chapter 4


Remo didn’t take orders from overgrown parakeets.


“I’m not going in there,” he told the bird. “It smells.”


The big violet parrot screeched in his face, then jumped off his shoulder and flapped into the trees to perch on a dead branch.


“He knows the way to go. You do not.” The man who spoke was tiny and ancient, an Asian dressed in a fine robe. Despite their trek through the rain forest, the Korean kimono was unsoiled, and not a single stitch of the priceless embroidery was snagged.


Remo was younger, taller and less finely dressed, wearing his standard uniform of Chinos and a T-shirt. His shoes were hand-stitched leather, made in Italy just for him. The shoes, T-shirt and Chinos were just as amazingly clean as the old man’s kimono.


“What makes you think Purple Polly knows where to find Burgos?” Remo asked the old man.


“Finding the dope fiend is not the reason we came.”


“It’s the reason I came.”


“We came to return this creature to its home, sparing it the rigors of journeying halfway around the world.”


“Uh-huh,” Remo said. “I have my doubts about him coming from this place, Chiun. I don’t think this bird has a clue where he even is.”


Chiun, the ancient Korean man, glared at Remo Williams. “He told Sarah that this is his home.”


“He told me he had a program to get rich in the real-estate market with no money down,” Remo said. “I didn’t fall for that one, either.”


The old man sniffed. “I shall accompany this creature to its home. If you would go elsewhere, and abandon your elderly, frail father to the terrors of the jungle, so be it. Remain here where it is safe.”


Chiun glided away, into the vast brown remains of the dead section of the rain forest, and the bird delightedly took to the air to swoop on ahead of him. Remo sighed and followed.


Chiun was certainly elderly, but he was as frail as a cast-iron locomotive. A Master of the ancient martial art called Sinanju, the elderly Korean had trained Remo. Remo was a Master of this martial art himself. In title, at least, he was Reigning Master of Sinanju. Chiun had given up his Reigning Master status to become the Master of Sinanju Emeritus, which implied some sort of retirement and surrender of authority.


In practice, Remo still did what the old man told him to do a lot of the time. Chiun had an air of all-encompassing wisdom and a goatlike stubborn streak, both hard to ignore.


Remo caught up to the old man in seconds. “I couldn’t let you go on alone, you being so frail and all.”


“Hush,” the old man said. “This is a place of death.”


Remo looked around, then felt what Chiun was talking about. They had entered a vast tract of Brazilian rain forest that was recently engulfed in a cloud of superheated steam, which killed everything. From tiny gnats to the giant upper-canopy trees, the steam killed them and left their cooked remains where they had died.


It was unlike the clear-cutting of the rain forest. This forest was still there, but dead. The earth was littered with the carcasses of the forest creatures. The smell was overpowering, but the aura of the place was even more unsettling.


“It’s worse than a battlefield,” Remo observed. He had been on jungle battlefields. “Everything is dead here.”


“Yes,” Chiun said somberly.


“Everything,” Remo added, sounding lame.


Chiun seemed to understand. He turned to Remo and nodded. “Exactly.”


Remo and Chiun were no strangers to death. Delivering death was their job. The Masters of Sinanju were assassins—the world’s preeminent assassins. Working for the U.S. government, Remo and Chiun had encountered and delivered more death than they cared to remember—but not like this. Remo had never been so immersed in the smells and stillness of so many dead things…


He tried to think of something else. He really ought to be looking for the drug lord, Burgos, not tagging after a fast-talking parrot. Burgos was intent on establishing a system of coca farms in the territory stricken by the geothermal disaster. He could easily clear narrow, miles-long strips of land among the decimated rain forest. The dead trees and the new growth would hide the cultivation, and this patch of land was so far away from everything it would be expensive to monitor from the air. Burgos would be less harassed here than in Colombia, making for better harvests.


Burgos himself was on a personal tour of the parboiled rain forest. As far as Burgos knew, his plan was still a cartel secret.


Remo and his employer were determined to nip Burgos in the bud—as long as Remo was in the vicinity anyway.


“Wouldn’t it be cool if the bird did lead us to Burgos?” Remo suggested, trying to lighten his own mood. “Maybe that’s why he brought us here.”


“I think not,” Chiun replied, not even breathing hard as they skimmed through the detritus of the jungle floor.


“Who can tell? Maybe he can be our crime-sniffing sidekick. You know, he points us to the bad guys and we go take them out.”


“Like Rin Tin Tin?”


“Sure. But in color.”


“You speak nonsense. His globe-trotting days are done, and he desires the serenity of his home.”


“Is that what he told you?”


“That is what I know to be true.”


After another few miles, Remo said, “I’m not so sure, Little Father. If this was my home, I don’t think I’d want to come back to it.”


Chiun said nothing.


The bird stopped on a dead branch high above them, peered ahead and screeched in alarm. He flapped strongly into the trees and was gone.


Remo and Chiun reached ahead with their senses. The smell of human remains now tinged the air.


Someone shouted in Spanish. Another voice spoke in a language totally foreign to Remo Williams. Far away, the bird cried out in pain.


At that, Chiun slipped away like a racing breeze, Remo close behind. They moved faster than any other man on Earth could run, and yet they didn’t disturb the litter that carpeted the jungle floor.


In seconds Remo found himself at the edge of a jungle clearing. Some sort of a native village had recently stood here. The putrefying corpses of the villagers were still scattered about the village.


One of them was alive. It was an older male figure in a brief loincloth, his face smeared with symbols painted in mud. He was standing against a hut wall, bloodied from a beating.


His torturer was bloodied, too. There was a fresh gash across his face and the huge parrot was flapping around above him, screeching.


The man yanked out a handgun.


The villager’s stiff-back pride melted. He collapsed at the feet of his torturer, begging him to spare the bird. The gunman delivered a quick kick to the man’s temple and shot at the hyacinth macaw.


A target that big, that close, that purple should have been hard to miss.


But the torturer missed. Chiun had slipped across the clearing with all the speed and commotion of hawk shadow, coming alongside the torturer before the man knew Chiun was even there. The elderly Asian man snicked his long fingernails at the gun hand as the trigger was squeezed.


Chiun’s fingernails were strong and sharp as the finest sword blade. They detached the hand from the wrist, and the bullet went wild.


The torturer fell down, his lifeblood pouring out, which didn’t make his friends happy at all.


Remo was on the attack, skimming among the other gunmen. Armed guards had been standing by with automatic rifles ready. Remo snatched the rifles and sent them arcing away into the jungle.


Then he went for the others. Every one of them was armed, and he took their weapons away from them in whatever way was most expedient. He slapped their pistol hands, shattering their hand bones in the process. He shoved the rifles like battering rams into the rib cages of the owners.
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