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NIKOLAI DANTE




HONOUR BE DAMNED!




2673 AD: Russian outlaw and all-round daring rake Nikolai Dante is summoned to Britannia by crazy King Henry who believes assassins lurk round every corner. For once the king is proved right as one of the Royal Family's most beloved members is brutally slaughtered. But it is Dante and his sidekicks who get blamed for the bloody murder.


The Russian rogue escapes but his friends are taken to the Tower of London, awaiting execution for a crime that - for once - they didn't commit. Britannia's borders are sealed and Dante becomes public enemy number one, a stranger in a strange land with only five days to find the real killers. To make matters worse he is stalked by DNA-sniffing sadists, every bounty hunter in the country, and Britannia intelligence's deadliest operative, the secret agent codenamed Goodnight. Britannia may rule the waves, but Dante waives the rules in this riotous romp!
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NIKOLAI DANTE




HONOUR BE DAMNED!




David Bishop









ONE




"Laws are not written for the lawless."


- Russian proverb




"2673 AD: King Henry Windsor McKray continues to enjoy his status as ruler of Britannia, despite openly supporting the Romanovs during their doomed revolt against Tsar Vladimir Makarov. It is the first time in Imperial history a monarch has retained powered by pleading insanity. King Henry remains popular among the majority of his people, but the ruling upper class consider his eccentric behaviour a grave embarrassment. They would much rather his daughter Princess Marie-Anne Britannia took charge, but she is still a prisoner in the Tower of London after being found guilty of conspiring against her father.


The princess has sworn to avenge herself against Russian rogue Nikolai Dante, who supplied the evidence leading to her incarceration. Meanwhile Britannia remains a nation divided, its parliament stuck in a mire of political manoeuvring, scandal, sleaze and corruption. Some would say it was ever thus. The most popular member of the royal family was the Queen Mother, Barbara 'Babs' Windsor McKay. Her title stemmed from the fact she had been queen before Henry was born, but also acknowledged that she was mother of the current monarch. To confuse matters further, she looked younger than her son, thanks to the remarkable effects of ingesting royal jelly..."




- Editorial commentary from The Imperial Times




It was one of those days when it seemed to Nikolai Dante that all life, as someone put it, was nothing but a heap of six to four against.


Dante prided himself on being a gambling man. He was prone to taking on impossible odds and winning through, escaping almost certain death to emerge smiling from the other side of any adventure fate might throw in his path. But diving from a stained glass window on the Palace of London's tenth floor without bothering to look first was pushing even his legendary good luck to its limits and beyond. If he had any doubts about this, the disapprovingly patrician voice inside his mind had little hesitation in confirming it.


Dante, when I said evasive action, I did not think even you would be so foolish as to jump to your own death to avoid an assassin's bullet!


"I was improvising," Dante replied as he plummeted toward the stone courtyard below.


That much was obvious. The voice belonged to the Weapons Crest, a sentient battle-computer bonded to Dante's DNA. This remarkable piece of alien technology was created to train its genetic host as a potential ruler of the Empire. My presence may significantly enhance your body's natural healing abilities, the Crest observed, but even I cannot resurrect the dead. Seven seconds to impact, by the way.


"At least I'm still alive!"


Only for another five seconds.


"Shut up, I'm trying to concentrate." Dante could see a row of flagpoles that protruded from the building below. The palace whistled past his face as he twisted in the air, trying to get close enough to grab one of the poles. Miss these and he would be a red smear in-


Three seconds.


"I said shut up!" His flailing hands missed the nearest pole, but got hold of the rectangular flag hanging beneath it. Dante's body jerked to a halt, the sudden deceleration nearly wrenching his arms from their sockets. "Gahhhh!" He hung grimly to the royal standard, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps as the bitter taste of adrenaline filled his mouth.


Gahhh? Not quite what I'd call famous last words, the Crest commented dryly.


"Why... W-Why should they be... famous last words?"


The flag to which you're so gratefully clinging was not designed for such violent use. I estimate the fabric will tear itself free at any moment...


Dante looked up in time to see the material ripping apart. He tried to grab hold of the flagpole, but that only accelerated the disintegration.


...now, the Crest concluded as Dante resumed his rapid descent.


"Bojemoi!"




Mildred Barnstaple despised tourists. For thirty-seven years she had been a guide at the Palace of London, welcoming visitors to its grand halls and galleries, politely answering questions, aiding the helpless, the hopeless and the hapless. But never once in all that time had one of these ungrateful wretches thought to say thank you. An only child, both of Mildred's parents had died in a freak zeppelin accident over Walthamstow when she was twenty. The resulting inheritance had ensured she never need work, but left the young woman with a lifetime to occupy. A quiet passion for the beauties of the past led Mildred to the Britannia Heritage Society, a voluntary organisation striving to preserve the country's finest historic buildings. Since then she had more than done her bit - baking cakes, organising whist drives and running raffles. To her eternal shame, Mildred had even agreed to pose for a nude calendar. The results had proved an underwhelming failure and so Mildred had returned to her post by the green velvet canopy outside the Palace of London's entrance, wishing something exciting would happen.


"Look out below!" a voice screamed from the heavens. A man was plummeting towards the canopy, his arms and legs flailing violently as if he were trying to fly. Mildred took an involuntary step back and tumbled over, her eyes still fixed on the bizarre descent. The man fell on the taut green canopy, which bounced him towards Mildred. The man landed with a heavy thump, his face burying itself into Mildred's crotch.


"Oh my word!" she shrieked, suddenly aware of hot, masculine breath warming her in a way she hadn't experienced for at least a decade. At first she was shocked, then affronted and soon rather excited.


Mildred craned her neck forward to study the manly windfall positioned between her legs. He was around thirty in age, with a taut, athletic figure and shapely buttocks. Skin-tight grey trousers clung to his thighs before disappearing inside a pair of supple brown leather riding boots, while a crimson jacket with golden braid hugged his back. He had a thick mane of black hair, but his face remained hidden. Mildred felt her inner thighs being tickled by his beard. "I say," she sighed happily and clenched her legs together.




It took Dante more than a minute to prise apart the thighs holding his head captive. When he succeeded, a soft moan of disappointment issued from the middle-aged woman who had cushioned his impact. Dante scrambled to his feet, grinning sheepishly at her. "Normally I don't like to leave a lady unsatisfied, but my presence is required elsewhere - sorry!" He noticed a line of hover-taxis waiting on a nearby rank and waved at the first one.


"Take me with you!" the woman pleaded.


"Not today." Dante made a run for it, diving into the black cab. "But thanks for the soft landing!"


The taxi sped into the sky. "Can you take me to Nelson's Column?" he asked the driver.


"No problem, guv," a surly voice replied. "They've just finished rebuilding it after what happened during the war. Bloody disgrace it was."


"That's where the assassin fired from," Dante muttered darkly. "Take me there!"


Are you sure this is wise? the Crest enquired. If the sniper was trying to kill you, getting closer only makes you a bigger target.


"I don't think they were shooting at me."


"You talking to me?" the driver asked.


"King Henry suspected someone was planning to kill him," Dante continued, ignoring the cabbie. "Princess Marie-Anne can't wait to take his place on the throne. She must have hired an assassin to speed up the process."


"What you muttering about back there?" the driver demanded. "You got something to do with what happened at the palace? They was talking about it on the news - some kind of shooting."


"I was with the king when he was hurt," Dante admitted.


"Why'd you do it?"


"I didn't do anything!"


"What? You stood by and let somebody murder him? That's worse, you bloody coward!" The cabbie twisted round to glare at Dante, not bothering to watch where his hover-taxi was headed. Nelson's Column was looming ahead of them.


"There were two shots, moments apart," Dante protested. "By the time I reacted, the king was already down, blood everywhere. I saw what direction the shots came from, so I decided to go after the shooter. Now, will you watch where you're going, please?"


The cabbie lunged over the back of his seat to grab hold of Dante's jacket. "Don't you tell me how to do my job, you bloody foreigner! Look at you, in your fancy clothes! Come over here, telling us how to live our lives. There used to be a British Empire, you know, long before you bloody Russians started sticking your noses in-"


Dante, this cab is on a collision course with-


"I know, I know!" he said.


"I don't care what you know," the driver snarled. "I'm going to teach you a lesson!"


Dante-




The assassin was so intent on watching the palace he didn't notice the hover-taxi careering across the sky. The assassin clung to the statue on top of Nelson's Column, one eye closed while the other peered through a high-powered sniper's sight. It was only when a dark shape blurred across the his field of vision that he belatedly realised how imminent danger was. "Bloody hell!" The assassin reached back to pull the ignition toggle on his jetpack but he was too late.


The hover-taxi smashed nose-first into the column, neatly severing the replica of Nelson from its base. The sundered statue fell on top of the taxi, impaling the vehicle on the specially reinforced column below. The assassin clung on to the statue, but his weapon tumbled to the ground far below. The shooter cursed in frustration; this had not been part of the plan. His client had been quite specific: a single shot, two at most - kill the king and get out of sight without attracting any attention. I doubt this qualifies, the assassin thought ruefully. But when he reached back to fire up his jetpack's twin engines, another hand was already resting on the ignition toggle. "Going somewhere?" a Russian-accented voice asked.




Not for the first time today, Dante was grateful for the augmentations he gained from being bonded with a Romanov Weapons Crest. Enhanced healing abilities had protected him from a brutal concussion when the hover-cab collided with Nelson's Column. The Crest also gave Dante the ability to extend razor-sharp swords of bio-organic circuitry from his fists. One swipe of these cut a path out of the crushed cab, enabling him to intercept the escaping assassin.


The two grappled on Nelson's toppled statue, the violence of their struggle threatening to send the golden effigy tumbling from its precarious perch. The assassin was wearing a slate-grey bodysuit and mask that hid everything but their eyes. "Who are you?" Dante demanded to know. "Why did you try to kill the king? Who sent you?"


The assassin tried to wriggle free, but Dante kept one hand clasped on the jetpack. "I won't let go until you tell me!" he warned. A lithe foot kicked Dante's groin with a sickening thud. He doubled over in pain, his grip loosening involuntarily. The assassin broke free and ran to the other end of the horizontal statue, one hand activating his jetpack. Still wincing, Dante flung himself at the killer as they lifted off. His clasping fingers caught hold of the assassin's flat-soled shoes and clung on. Then the two men were flying across London's twilight sky, the setting sun colouring the horizon in hues of orange and pink.


A magnificent vista, even if it is probably a localised side effect of air pollution levels.


"Crest, this is no time to be admiring the view!" Dante snapped. By now the assassin was kicking and thrashing his legs, trying to dislodge his unwanted passenger.


I fail to see what else I can do. You seem determined to kill yourself today, so I thought it best if I savoured my remaining moments. Sightseeing was the obvious option at this height.


"Diavolo!" Dante snarled as a knee connected sharply with the side of his head. "You could suggest some ways of bringing this bastard down to earth!"


I don't think that will be an issue for much longer, the Crest replied.


"Why not?"


In your earlier struggle you dislodged the jetpack's fuel line. It's been venting ever since. I doubt there's enough left in the tanks to keep both of you airborne for more than a minute.


Dante looked down and realised they were several hundred metres above the ground. If the jetpack cut out now, both of them would fall to an exceedingly unnatural death. He crawled up the assassin's still thrashing legs and yanked the jetpack sideways, sending them into a rapid, spiralling descent. Below, the Thames grew larger as it got nearer. Most of London's greatest attractions had been relocated to a cluster on the river's north bank, making it easier for visitors to savour the best of Britannia. As a result the Houses of Parliament, the Tower of London, Big Ben and New Covent Garden all stood cheek by jowl with each other, competing for tourist roubles.


The assassin flailed at Dante with both fists, pummelling him repeatedly until his tenacious grip began to loosen. When Dante thought he could hold on no longer, the jetpack's engines began to splutter and cough. Fortunately, they were now less than ten metres above the flower stalls of New Covent Garden. Beneath them a trader was trying to shift a cartload of yellow roses. "Five big bunches for a rouble, guaranteed thorn-free!" she cried out in a gravelly voice. "Get your roses. Show your good lady wife how much you love her!"


The jetpack died completely, sending Dante and the assassin tumbling toward the flower stall. They hit the rose pile with an almighty thump, Dante crying out as his trousers were sliced to ribbons by the foliage. By the time he had extricated himself the assassin was already fleeing on foot. The flower seller stared at her devastated stock. "Where the hell did you come from?"


"St Petersburg," Dante replied tersely, removing a sharp triangle of green from his posterior. "I thought you said these roses were thorn-free?"


"Caveat emptor," the stallholder said, folding her arms imperiously.


That means buyer beware.


"I know what it means, Crest!" Dante snapped, clambering from the cart to pursue the fleeing assassin.


"What about my bloody roses?" the flower seller protested as Dante ran off.


"Try making potpourri!"




The assassin could feel his energy draining away as the chase wore on. No matter how fast he ran, no matter what obstacles he left, the man chasing him kept coming - sprinting through the darkening streets as night closed in, implacable and utterly relentless. Doesn't this bastard ever get tired? Who the hell is he? There was no choice but to keep running. If I can reach the rendezvous in time, I'll be fine. Otherwise... No, there was no otherwise, the killer thought. I have to make it. He sprinted round the corner of an old sandstone building.




Dante ran round the same corner, straight into the waiting assassin. A fist punched Dante's throat, choking him. As he staggered back, a hand smashed into his nose, snapping his head backwards. A knee slammed into Dante's stomach and he crumpled to the ground, gasping for air. The assassin moved in for the kill but the sound of approaching sirens rent the twilight. The sniper ran off, leaving Dante spitting blood.


Britannia's law enforcers are closing in on this location.


"About time. Where were they when the shooting started?"


I also sense a skimmer circling nearby - it could be the assassin's getaway vehicle.


"Where?"


A few hundred metres ahead, at a river crossing known as Westminster Bridge.






The assassin ran onto the bridge, searching the sky intently. Fog was rising from the sluggish river below, casting a shroud across the city centre. Night had claimed the sky but a few foreign visitors still strolled over the bridge. Those close enough to see the assassin's curious garb and wounded leg hurried on, not wanting to get involved. Despite the rising mist, the illuminated dial of Big Ben was still clearly visible, its larger hand creeping towards apogee. Within a minute the mighty bell would chime seven times.


"You left in such a hurry we never got introduced," a voice slurred from behind the assassin. He twisted round to see one of Dante's bloody, bruised fists hurtling towards him. It smacked into the killer's facemask, sending him sprawling to the footpath. "My name's Dante, Nikolai Dante. What's yours?" Dante kicked the assassin hard in the groin, then flung himself on top of him, pinning his arms to the ground with his knees. "What's the matter? Cat got your tongue?" Dante punched the crumpled sniper once, twice, then a third time. He grunted in pain but still said nothing, gave no reply.


Dante-


"Not now, Crest!"


But you need to-


"I said not now!" Dante snarled. Then there was a sharp pain at the back of his head, followed by darkness and nothing more...




Dante was shocked back to consciousness when his body tumbled into the Thames. "Bojemoi!" he gasped, swallowing a mouthful of river water. He spluttered and sank beneath the surface, arms flailing uselessly. Someone had hit him from behind. Icy water was numbing Dante's arms and legs, cramping his already exhausted muscles. A glimmer of light danced overhead, pale and inviting. Dante willed his limbs into action, but the Thames seemed determined to hold him with its chilling embrace, extracting the maximum of effort for every stroke.


Dante could hear the blood pumping through his ears, while his lungs were screaming for air. He gave another kick and broke the surface, gratefully breathing in something other than water. To his surprise Westminster Bridge was some distance away. The Thames obviously had a powerful undertow beneath its slow moving surface. Rising mist made it hard to see the faces of anyone on the bridge, but Dante could make out a male silhouette watching him. He was talking with another, unseen figure, occasional words and phrases audible across the water. "I'll see you soon... Yes, the old man... Hoy..."


A low-flying skimmer dropped to the bridge, catching the man in its headlights. He was quite bald, with a solemn face and curling goatee beard. Then the vehicle's lights swung left and he was gone, lost in the thickening mist. Dante realised the current was dragging him further away. Treading water, he looked for the nearest riverbank but could not see either edge.


"Which side is closer, Crest? I can't tell in this accursed fog." Dante waited but got no reply. "Crest, this is no time to be sulking!" Still nothing. He sighed with exasperation. The Crest was the product of a superior alien intelligence, but it was not above extracting petty revenge for having its feelings hurt. "All right, look - I'm sorry I snapped at you before, okay? I realise you were simply alerting me to danger. I promise to pay more attention to your warnings in future."


The Crest laughed hollowly in Dante's head.


"How about if I promise to try?"


That would be more realistic.


"So - which side is closer?"


Swim to your left, the Crest advised. Your other left, it added a few moments later.






By the time Dante reached the nearest bank the river had swept down to the next bridge. He tried climbing out but his cold, stiffening fingers could not get a purchase on the slippery surface. "Fuoco, is nothing ever easy in this country?" Dante cursed. As if in reply, a red and white life preserver splashed into the water beside him. It was tied to a rope which disappeared up into the fog-shrouded bridge. Dante grabbed the preserver and was dragged from the water. As he rose, Dante could see flashing red and blue lights tinting the air. Britannia's law enforcement agencies had arrived at last - but were they in time to catch the assassin? 


Once the life preserver was level with the bridge's parapet he scrambled over the edge, shivering in the cold early evening air. "Thanks for getting me out of there," he said. "If you're quick there's still a chance you can get the shooter. They were on Westminster-"


The sound of a dozen weapons being cocked silenced Dante. He glanced at the surly faces of the policemen surrounding him and realised something was badly amiss. "What's wrong? You look like you're ready to kill someone!"


Dante, you might have been better off staying in the river...


"You don't think I had anything to do with shooting the king, do you?"


A trench-coated man emerged from the throng. "We don't think anything of the sort." The speaker struck a match, its flame briefly illuminating his middle-aged face and receding ginger hair. He was lighting a pipe, its rich, pungent tobacco smoke adding to the mist in the air. "We know you tried to murder him."


"That's ridiculous," Dante protested. "I've chased the sniper halfway across London!"


"An interesting interpretation of reality," the pipe-smoker replied. "I was told you were fleeing the scene of the crime, trying to make good your escape. Happily, you failed. Another triumph for Rucka of the Yard." He gestured to the surrounding policemen. "Take him into custody. If he resists, subdue him. Use force if necessary, but he's to be brought in alive."


Dante fought like a wounded animal but even with his bio-blades fully extended he could not hold off all twelve of them. The last sounds he heard were his own screams of pain and the thud of boots into his already bruised and battered torso. Then merciful darkness took him. It was hard to believe it was less than twelve hours since his arrival in Britannia.







TWO




"Any scrap of paper will please a bureaucrat."


- Russian proverb




"For the world-weary tourist, travelling by airship may be the slowest method of reaching Britannia but it is also the most delightfully decadent. It is well worth the exorbitant price simply for the stately way you approach this green and pleasant land. As the ubiquitous fog parts you get your first view of Dover's legendary white cliffs. These iconic surfaces are repainted every summer to ensure they retain that peculiarly lustrous hue, but don't allow that to spoil your appreciation. When the cliffs hove into view, your journey is almost at an end. Only one chore remains: clearing customs. Other parts of the Empire may favour free movement from one state to the next, but Britannia retains many of its sovereign rights despite being a Tsarist territory. As a consequence, gaining entry can take longer than the three-day journey from Paris..."




- Extract from Around the Empire in Eighty Ways, Mikhail Palinski




"The queue is a great British tradition," Lord Peter Flintlock said to his travelling companion with a wan smile. "Almost from birth we are trained to form into long lines and wait patiently for anything and everything. You become inured to the process, you almost welcome it after a while. Getting into a queue gives you a feeling of security, of comfort - you know you're home when you join the back of your first queue."


"Is that a fact?" Spatchcock scowled while scratching at his lice-infested pubic hair. The two men were startlingly different in appearance. Where Flintlock was thin and aristocratic, Spatchcock was short and dishevelled. The Britannia nobleman was blond and blue-eyed, but his associate was foul smelling and even fouler looking. Spatchcock removed the scratching hand from inside his stain-ridden underpants and examined his fingertips with professional disinterest. A tiny white insect jumped from one finger to the next. Spatchcock popped it into his mouth. He munched happily on the crunchy creature, before belching noisily. "Do you usually have to strip half naked first?"


The unlikely duo had kept company with Dante occasionally since serving under him in the war. More recently the three men had helped foil a dangerous genetic experiment to create a terrifying new weapon for the Tsar and saved an ancient monastery from an army of murderous Imperial soldiers. Now Spatchcock and Flintlock were together again, stripped of everything but their underclothes, waiting for Dante in a featureless holding cell. It was something of a comedown after their luxurious journey on the Paris-to-Britannia airship.


Normally the threesome were forced to travel incognito, thanks to the hundred million rouble bounty the Tsar had placed on Dante's head. But this trip had been different, thanks to a communiqu from King Henry to Dante, offering the Romanov rogue full diplomatic immunity and a first class passage for this trip to Britannia. "What's the catch?" Spatchcock had asked when the letter arrived. "Nobody gives you something for nothing in this life, I know that for a fact."


Dante re-read the communiqu but could find no obvious danger. "The king requests my presence and says I am welcome to bring an entourage as large as I see fit."


"Perhaps he's set a date for the royal wedding?" Spatchcock suggested. Britannia's monarch rejoiced in numerous eccentricities - wearing a fruit bowl as his crown, trying to outlaw baldness and urging the creation of a welfare state for the underprivileged. Among his stranger quirks was a long-standing proposal of marriage to Dante, whom he insisted upon calling Nicola instead of Nikolai. Spatchcock smiled, his crooked teeth a greasy mix of black, yellow and green hues. "I can just see your face next to his on a commemorative tea towel."


Flintlock remained stubbornly opposed to the invitation. He had been born and raised in Britannia, but left the country under a cloud. The exact reason for his abrupt departure remained unclear, but rumours spoke of a crime so vile all detail of it had been suppressed to save the nation's embarrassment. Whatever the cause of his leaving, the exiled aristocrat had been back to Britannia only once in the past twenty years. That was a flying visit during the war, when the country was in chaos and his presence could pass unnoticed. It had taken all of Dante's powers of persuasion to talk Flintlock round. Now the wisdom of that was looking more dubious by the minute.


A door opened and Dante was propelled into the holding cell, like the others clad only in his underwear. In Dante's case, it was less than dignified: a black silk g-string he had acquired from a duplicitous prostitute at the Geisha House of the Rising Sun, the legend "GET IT HERE" embroidered in sequins within a Valentine's heart logo. Spatchcock raised an eyebrow at the unconventional apparel. "My mother always told me to wear clean pants when travelling," Dante said, by way of explanation, "in case you have an accident."


I doubt she had that sort of undergarment in mind, the Crest said despairingly.


"We should never have come back here," Flintlock fretted, an embarrassed hand hovering in front of his plaid boxer shorts. "I told you this was a mistake."


"There's been some kind of mix-up with our travel documents," Dante sighed. "The head of customs should be here any minute to sort it out, okay? Don't get your knickers in a twist!"


"That's good advice from a man wearing a whore's drawers," Spatchcock commented.


Fortunately, the doorway reopened and a sour-faced woman in uniform strode into the holding cell. The navy blue jacket and skirt did little to forgive her rotund figure, while the greying hair pulled back into a taut bun gave her face a stretched, arched quality. An identity tag pinned over her left breast identified the new arrival as STAINES, MURIEL. She waited until the door closed, then sternly addressed the trio. "I am Officer Staines, of His Majesty's Royal Customs Department. Which of you is Nicola Dante?"


"Nikolai," Dante said, correcting her. "My first name is Nikolai."


Officer Staines glared at him. "You were travelling under the name Nicola."


Spatchcock shrugged, grinning ruefully. "That'll be the king's fault. He insists on calling Dante here Nicola - even wants to marry him."


"Indeed?" Officer Staines's gaze shifted to the small, squat man. "And what is your name?"


"Spatchcock. Like the chicken."


"Like the chicken."


"That's right."


"A curious name..." the customs official said, noting it down.


"Not as bad as yours, though," Spatchcock replied cheerfully, failing to notice the frenzied gesticulations to be silent from his travelling companions. "I mean, I wouldn't want to be called Staines all my life! I can only imagine how the other kids teased you at school-"


"Yes, thank you for that," she snapped back.


"Dirty Staines, they probably called you," Spatchcock continued. "Grubby Staines. Maybe even Semen-"


"That's enough!" the woman shrieked at the top of her voice, the words echoing round the bleak cell. She paused to regain her composure, then moved on to the last member of the trio. "And your name is?"


"Flintlock," he mumbled in reply.


"A little louder please!"


"Flintlock. Lord Peter Flintlock."


"Lord... Peter..." she repeated, scribbling down his reply. Her writing tool snapped in two as Staines reached the last word. "Flintlock?"


"Yes."


"The Lord Peter Flintlock?"


"Yes," he agreed, nodding his head sadly.


"The one who... Who did that with... and then..."


"Yes!" Flintlock shouted. "It was me, okay? I did it, I bloody did it!"


All hint of colour drained from the customs official's pallid features. She gazed at Flintlock with undisguised disgust while slowly shaking her head, as if he was the vilest piece of excrement ever to sully the underside of her shoes.


Spatchcock took a step nearer to Staines.


"What did he do, exactly? I kept trying to find out but the old bugger won't say."


"Get away from me," she snarled, sending the little man scurrying away. Once he was standing alongside Dante and Flintlock again, Officer Staines glared at them in turn. "Never in all my years as a customs official have I had the misfortune to encounter such a vile, repulsive, ungodly trio of unwanted arrivals here at Dover - a cross-dresser, a vile and vulgar ferret of a man and..." Words escaped her when she looked at Flintlock. "It pains me more than I can express to say what I now must..."


"Here it comes," Spatchcock whispered out the side of his mouth.


Officer Staines swallowed hard before concluding her speech: "Welcome to Britannia." She snapped her fingers and three more officials entered, each carrying a pile of clothing. "We found nothing untoward in any of your clothing, although health and safety regulations forced us to have Mr Spatchcock's garments destroyed for fear of allowing an unknown number of bacteria into the country - replacements have been provided for him. The Palace of London confirmed your right to enter Britannia and a royal skimmer has been despatched to ferry you direct to his majesty's presence. It should be here within the hour. In the meantime, I am obliged to ask if there is anything else I can do to make your stay more pleasant?"


Spatchcock was about to speak, a lascivious grin spreading across his grimy features, but a sharp elbow into the ribs from Dante stopped him.


Flintlock replied instead. "Any chance of a nice cup of tea?"




It was nine in the morning when the royal skimmer carrying Dante, Flintlock and Spatchcock arrived at the Palace of London. The ornate gold and green vehicle had flown low over the city, giving the new arrivals a glorious tour of the sights, before approaching the royal residence. The palace was a perfect cube of stone and glass, a formidable gothic tower at each corner. In the middle of the structure was the former dome of St Paul's Cathedral, now used as the palace's centrepiece. Above that was a golden statue of Britannia herself, a flagpole bearing the Union Jack clutched in one hand whilst her other held a mighty shield bearing the royal crest. Beside her stood a golden lion, proud and regal. As the skimmer got closer the statue sunk into the vast dome, its place taken by a circular landing pad.


Inside the palace, Dante and his travelling companions were greeted by two soldiers in full ceremonial dress, complete with black bearskin hats and sabres. "If you'll follow us, we have orders to escort you to his majesty," they said in unison.


"Lead on!" Dante said grandly, waving for Spatchcock and Flintlock to follow. Within minutes they were outside the royal bedchamber.


Dante told his associates to wait by the double doors. "Best you stay here while I assess the king's mood," he said. "Henry may be pants-on-his-head-mad, but he's no fool. I want to make sure this isn't some kind of trap after all."


The others were happy to stay put while Dante ventured inside. The first thing he saw was a vast four-poster bed standing in the centre of the room, surrounded by courtiers and attendants in various states of undress, all standing to attention. Rich tapestries lined the walls, while naked soldiers stood in front of the windows, facing the glass exterior. Of King Henry, there was no sign. His bed was unmade but empty. "Er, your majesty?" Dante said nervously.


"Hello! I know those dulcet tones anywhere," a voice called from beneath the bed. "It can only be the lovely Nicola, come to rescue me again!"


Dante raised an eyebrow at the nearest member of the household staff. The attendant sighed wearily and shrugged. Dante stepped closer to the four-poster. "Where are you, your majesty?"


"Under the bed, of course! Safest place to be - come and join me!"


"Well, I don't know if that's wise..."


"I said join me," the king insisted. "Otherwise I'll be forced to give you a smacked bottom, you saucy little minx!"


Perhaps you'd best do as he says, the Crest suggested. I doubt even you would enjoy receiving a spanking from an elderly man.


Dante dropped to his knees and crawled towards the bed. A single candle lit the scene beneath the mattress, where the king was cowering in a blue and white striped nightshirt, clutching a white porcelain chamber pot to his chest. Henry had aged since Dante saw him last. The king's hair was now snow white where once it had been greying, and heavy bags underlined his eyes. The ruler of all Britannia had lost weight too, his short but rotund figure a shadow of its former opulence. "There you are!" Henry said, a hint of desperation audible at the edge of his rich, rasping voice. "Hurry along, Nicola, we haven't got all night you know."


"Actually, it's morning outside," Dante replied, joining the king in his refuge.


"Already? My, how time crawls." Henry offered the contents of his chamber pot to the new arrival. "Care for a drink?"


"No thank you, your majesty."


"Oh well, all the more for us!" The king supped greedily from the yellow liquid in the bowl.


"Us, your majesty?"


"Yes, of course! Haven't you ever heard of the royal wee?"


Dante decided to ignore Henry's latest flight of fancy. "You sent for me, sire."


"That's right, I did, Nicola!"


"Nikolai, sir."


"That's what I said, Nicola - don't contradict me, damn you!"


Be careful what you say, the Crest warned. It seems his majesty is more unstable and paranoid than the last time you met here. Remember, he could have you executed on a whim.


"Of course, sire. You were going to explain why you sent for me?"


"I was?"


"Yes, your majesty."


"Isn't it obvious?" Henry asked, gesturing at the naked legs of his attendants and courtiers standing around the bed. "They're trying to kill me!"


"Who is trying to kill you, sire?"


"Everyone, obviously. That's why I don't let anyone remain fully dressed in my presence, as a way of ensuring they don't have any concealed weapons about them."


"I see..." Dante replied cautiously. "Have specific threats been made against you?"


"Not since my daughter tried to have me beheaded in Trafalgar Square, but you and valiant troopers saved me on that occasion. What I wouldn't give for a squad of such soldiers!"


"That was during the war, sire. The Rudinshtein Irregulars were disbanded after the Tsar won, but I have brought two of my men with me."


The king smiled gratefully. "Good, Nicola, good. Besides Babs, you're the only person I can trust anymore. I knew you wouldn't let me down."


"Never, sire."


"There'll be a knighthood in this for all of you, if you can ferret out the conspirators."


"Well, we'll do our best," Dante promised.


"That's the ticket!" Henry enthused, shaking his chamber pot enthusiastically and slopping the remaining contents all over the floor.


"Coo-eee!" a female voice called out. "Anybody in here?"


"We're under the bed, my dear," the king replied cheerfully.


"Who's we?" the woman asked.


"Henry and Nicola - Nicola's come all the way from the continent to see us!"


"I don't think I've met her. Send her out so we can be introduced."


"Yes, dear," Henry said. "It's high time you met Babs, Nicola. She's been a boon to me these past few months. Well, off you go!"


Dante twisted round to see the new arrival. Most of her was obscured by the vast bed overhead but he could make out a pair of dainty feet leading to two slim, shapely legs. "Who is it? You never told me you had a lover, your majesty."


"A lover? Don't be disgusting!" The king's face crumpled disdainfully. "As if I'd do anything so unsavoury with a member of my family!"


That confused Dante still further. Princess Marie-Anne was still being held captive in the Tower of London. "I thought you only had one daughter?"


"I do," Henry insisted, pushing his guest out from under the bed. "Now go and talk to Babs. Don't worry, she won't bite - the dear lady should have had her breakfast by now."


Dante reluctantly emerged from beneath the royal bed, not at all sure what he would find waiting for him. Amidst all the semi-naked staff stood a beautiful young blonde woman, wearing a translucent black baby doll nightie. She was petite in height, the top of her head level with Dante's shoulders, but possessed a gently heaving bosom of remarkable proportions. She smiled at Dante with gleaming white teeth, a twinkle of mischief at the corner of her warm, friendly eyes. "Hello? I thought Henry said your name was Nicola? You don't look like a Nicola to me, duckie!"


Dante shook his head politely and smiled. "My name's Dante, Nikolai Dante." He leaned forward and kissed the back of Babs's left hand. "Delighted to make your acquaintance."


She gave a raucous giggle in response, her considerable dcolletage bouncing in time with her laughter. "Ooh, ain't you a charmer? I bet you're a real smoothie with the young ladies!"


"They don't come much younger than you, Miss...?"


"Miss! You hear that, Henry? He called me Miss!" Babs giggled again, flapping her hands in the air. "You'll make me blush, you will!"


Dante, I'm searching all Imperial records for any mention of a Babs Windsor McKray. There's only one such name listed in my database.


But Dante was not listening to the warning voice in his head. "Perhaps we could get better acquainted, once my assignment for the king is completed," he said smoothly.


"Ooh, that would be nice," Babs enthused. "Normally young men run a mile when I try to persuade them to be my special friend." She winked heavily at Dante, then broke into another raucous round of tittering and hand flapping.


Babs Windsor McKray is better known as Queen Barbara Windsor McKray, the Queen Mother. This woman is a hundred and three years old!


Dante froze, his gaze still fixed on Babs's bouncing bosoms. "I..."


The king emerged from beneath his bed, still clutching the chamber pot. "Well, how are you two getting along?"


"I think this young man is coming on to me," Babs confided.


"I... I..." Dante repeated helplessly.


"Nonsense, mother!" Henry said brusquely. "Eating all that royal jelly may make you look younger than my daughter, but we all know what happens when the effect wears off - don't we?"


Babs nodded unhappily.


"Besides," the king continued, "young Nicola is already betrothed to me!" He illustrated the point by slapping Dante's buttocks and waggling his eyebrows suggestively.




Spatchcock and Flintlock stood outside the royal bedchamber, their arms folded, backs leaning against the glint-edged doorframe. A slow smile of satisfaction crossed the smaller man's face, closely followed by a look of disgust on Flintlock's features. "I say, where is that vile smell coming from?" He caught the mischievous glint in his companion's eye. "Must you break wind in every building we ever enter?"


"I like to leave something behind everywhere I go," Spatchcock said, grinning broadly.


"You could at least give me fair warning!"


"The element of surprise is half the fun."


Before Flintlock could reply Dante hurriedly emerged from the bedchamber, leaving behind two giggling members of the royal family. "Well, what's the story?" Spatchcock asked.


"The king thinks he is going to be assassinated soon."


"Not an unlikely event, considering the bloodline," Flintlock observed. Britannia's royal household had survived its last crisis through intermarriage with London's most infamous crime family. The result had secured the future of the monarchy but doomed its descendents to a lifetime of bloodletting and backstabbing worthy of the Borgias. Princess Marie-Anne's many attempts to usurp her father were notable for their lack of subtlety. The McKray blood was obviously more dominant in her genetic make-up. "But why should it happen sooner rather than later? And what does he want with you?"


Dante shrugged. "Apparently Britannia Intelligence intercepted a coded transmission of an assassin being hired to kill the king. They didn't get all the message, so we don't know who is behind it, but the hit is due to take place any day now. The king believes I'm the only one he can trust and it's our job to keep him alive." Dante tugged thoughtfully on the bristles of his beard. "I want you two to stay here and keep watch over Henry. He's madder than a three-pound note, but I believe he's genuinely afraid for his life. Whatever insanity he drags you into, play along - just make sure he stays safe until I return, okay?"


"Where are you going?" Flintlock asked.


"To see the person with the most to gain from Henry dying." Dante sighed. "Get one of the courtiers to call ahead to the Tower of London. Tell them Nikolai Dante requests a private interview with Princess Marie-Anne."
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