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The MH-53 Sea Dragon settled into a clearing that had a rough gravel road running through it, and an old railway line coming in at an angle. Maric’s SAS team hit the ground at a run, closely followed by a US Marine squad of two fire teams and a corporal. Point and flank took up positions seconds later, and the attack force moved off at a steady jog toward the end of the railway line.

It was late morning, and the occasional cloud disturbed an otherwise fine autumn day. Maric had turned down a dawn raid, weighing the hours in the air and the time needed for his people to get ready, against a good night's sleep. They were highly trained assets, and he wanted them to be at their best today. Death was not a good look.

The helicopter lifted off behind the attack force, and Maric waited until the sound of it had reduced to a distant whumping before he started the trek in along the railway line.

The lines themselves had been lifted up many years before, and some of the sleepers had started to rot away. During the briefing the day before, he’d been told this was an abandoned lead mine. It was a typical low-tech effort from the pick and shovel days, and the miners never found the pay dirt they were looking for.

When the attack force reached the first bend in the track, he could see that the railway lines from here on had been left intact. The heavy metal lines sagged along the rotting sleepers, and just managed to stay the same distance apart. Maric was surprised that time, and the Croatian sun, hadn’t done more to them.

He knelt down and examined the line closest to him. There was less rust on the top of the rail than along the sides, and in places he could see a few shiny spots. So, he thought, some sort of lightweight cart that the unknown operatives up ahead used to transport goods. That was disappointing. It suggested low-level contraband, and not the organized crime syndicate he was seeking.

The attack force dropped into the trees on either side of the railway line when they saw the mine in the distance. The tall man took out an advanced military nocular and scanned the entrance. Two guards were holed up in well-constructed positions above the mine, and one of the lightweight carts waited outside the opening. 

At least the intel had been correct on that score. Something was being picked up, or dropped off, today. Maric sent Davies forward on his side of the railway line, and a whispered command to the squad leader on the other side sent one of his troops moving up through the trees as well. All of the attack force were miked.

Davies moved silently through the trees and up the scant cover above the mine before taking out the first guard cleanly. The Marine, though, was a little slower. The second guard got off a strangled cry before he was silenced. Maric could feel the tension rise in those around him. Operations like this depended on the element of surprise. 

Davies and the Marine climbed down and took up positions either side of the main entrance. Then they peered cautiously in. 

A quick hand signal told Maric there were no hostiles in the initial tunnel. The tall man studied the cart, and decided he could make use of it. While the rest of the force moved up outside the main entrance, Maric and Dusty, the squad leader for the Marines, made some changes to the cart. The big African American soon got the idea of what Maric wanted.

Ten minutes later the cart rolled sedately out of the confined spaces of the tunnel, and into a decent sized cavern a hundred metres further in. It bumped to a stop against another of the carts. Groups of people were busy moving boxes around, and it looked like any warehouse where a large order was being made up. 

The amount of stuff piled along the sides of the cavern was prodigious. Whoever was running the show was into contraband in a big way. Maric figured there had to be big money involved. The area was brightly lit, and the steady whine of a generator sounded from another space off to one side.

It took a few moments for the cart to be noticed. Men in combat uniforms rushed for semi-automatic weapons they had placed nearby. The worker bees had clearly thought the guards out front would be enough to protect them – or at least give a warning. 

Maric noticed the different nationalities represented by the uniforms, and shook his head. Mercenaries or hired muscle, at best. Then he noticed the number of women and older men working in the cavern. They were in civilian dress, and must have been brought in from a nearby village to help. 

People were funny like that. It was ‘just a job’, regardless of the harm they were helping to inflict on others. He noticed with some satisfaction how quickly the civilians disappeared into the shafts and galleries that led off from the main area. 

Davies was the smallest on Maric’s team, and that was why he was lying on his side in the back of the cart. He had enough protection around him to stop the 5.56 x 45 mm standard NATO ordnance that Maric was expecting to be used against him. 

Flash-bang grenades launched in several directions from the cart almost simultaneously. Then the cart took a hammering from multiple points of incoming fire. Moments later the shooters had their ears and eyes effectively put out of action by the grenades.

The attack force chose their targets well. Short bursts on semi erupted out of the shadows behind the cart, and dropped a number of the shooters. The rest were surprisingly quick to realise what was happening, and they scrambled for a gallery at the far end of the cavern. 

Maric signalled caution, and the soldiers closed in behind the fleeing figures slowly, using every bit of cover along the way. When Davies scouted the exit they had taken he found a long sloping ramp that opened onto the top of the range. A circle of rocks framed blue sky.

Maric sighed, and consulted the map in his head. Where would the hired muscle go, and what would they do? He decided they wouldn't run. Their lives would be forfeit to the warlords running the show if they just gave up the goods in the cavern, and that was a big incentive to stay. They would also have figured out by now how few the attack force was in number.

He decided the shooters above them would have set up lines of fire covering the top exit, in case they were followed, and then they would have started to think how they could win this. Maric lifted an eyebrow ironically. It was always possible to win a situation, until it wasn't. When it wasn’t, the losers didn’t come back to tell other idiots to have more sense. But he let that thought go. 

These were men, and the occasional woman, who had never really left behind the wars that had torn this part of the world apart twenty years ago. Now they took risks for money, and hired themselves out. For a moment he was tempted to use the phrase ‘a lost generation’, but it was used too often. Then he sent out scouts to look for other exits.

It turned out the cavern had another exit on the other side of the hill above them. Maric sent Dusty and his squad of Marines to block any attempt to escape on that side. The corporal found a way into the trees not far from the exit. He would lay the trap further down.

Maric took his SAS team back to the entrance to the mine, and up the steep slope above until it levelled out in an area of grasses and low scrub. They got within throwing distance of the defenders before they were spotted. Then the game of hide and seek began.  

A burst of automatic fire stitched across the rocks next to Maric. He knew where it was coming from, and it didn't bother him.

Something plucked at his leg, and he looked down to see a neat slice across his battledress. That was one thing about this type of country, it gave new meaning to the word ricochet. The limestone shards from a stray bullet could draw a decent amount of blood if you were unlucky. That and the glare were the problems, at least when the sun was out. Maric adjusted his optics.

He looked across to the line of rocks hiding most of the shooters. Nothing was moving up there at the moment, and that suited him fine. He was hunkered down on top of a small knoll some distance from the top of the rise. It was almost too much to call the unimpressive lump a hill, but it was the highest point around. 

It wasn't surprising that the hired muscle had headed straight for it. Normally it would have been a simple matter to round them up, but there was cover everywhere in this limestone country. It was taking time to winkle the defenders out. 

Maric’s attack force was somewhere north of the Ucka National Park, in northern Croatia. It was wasteland and forest for the most part, but here on the tops of the ranges there were limestone outcrops everywhere, and that made life difficult. It reminded Maric of clearing an enemy force out of a house room by room.

A single shot smashed into the rock he was sheltering behind, and he moved a little more to his right. It would be a very good idea to keep the rock between him and that particular rifle. Whoever was on his extreme left flank had moved, trying to get a better angle of fire. 

The map of his surroundings, the one he kept in his mind on situations like this, changed subtly to accommodate the shooter's new position. The shooter didn’t know it, but he was already running out of time. Mosha was working his way across the outcrops to deal with him, and Davies was ready to deal with the idiot with the shotgun on Maric's extreme right. 

As if to reinforce Maric’s dislike, another thunderous blast echoed across the rocks from his right. The shooter was completely ineffective at that range, and the shot was a sign he was panicking. The way Maric and his team had dealt so efficiently with the shooters down in the mine might have something to do with that.

Mosha and Davies would roll up the flanks until Maric and Anderson could panic the dozen or so shooters in the middle into fleeing in the opposite direction. The squad of US Marines Colonel Brightwater had assigned to the mission back at Sigonella air force base were further down the valley, waiting for the shooters to run straight to them.

Maric checked his internal map once again. Then he nodded. His plan was flawless, and he had the position of the shooters and the fields of fire worked out perfectly. It was time to put it into action.

His trainer Cal had been impressed when Maric started keeping a mental record of his surroundings during operational exercises. Cal taught proximity awareness, but what Maric did took it to a whole new level. He would look at a detailed map of a given area, commit it to memory, and then factor in each combatant and their advantage over every other combatant, using elevation and natural cover. 

It was like a 3D map with moving dots that he kept in his head. It was even colour coded. Green for friendlies, red for enemies, and blue for non-combatants. And every movement, every shot, updated it.

Cal was back in New Zealand, and Maric would keep him abreast of the day’s events when he got back to the air force base in Sicily. So far, though, the most important piece of information they were looking for was missing, and that was frustrating. 

These weren't the people NATO intel had thought they might be. Drug runners maybe, smugglers perhaps. The traffic of goods into and out of the EU was unstoppable these days.

When Maric got a better look at the contents of the mine below him, he would know for sure what these people were up to. Whatever that turned out to be, he would bet his last bottle of water crossing a baking-hot desert they had nothing to do with the Count, and the cold-blooded murder of three retired NZ SAS soldiers a little over two years ago.      
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A few moments later, Maric got a terse “flank secure” from Davies, echoed a minute later by Mosha on the other side.

“Let the games begin”, muttered Maric, and slid sideways around the rock he had been using as a shield. 

A series of counts whispered into his headset. “Two at three”, and then “five at twelve”. His two flank men were telling him what they were seeing, from their positions. Two combatants at three o'clock and five combatants at twelve o'clock. Maric changed the map in his head to accommodate the new information. It allowed him to see exactly how the opposition had arrayed themselves.

“Left flank ten left”, “right flank six forward”, he said quietly, and his two flank men re-positioned themselves. Maric looked back, and saw that Anderson had his M4 carbine settled nicely in a hard-to-access position between two rocks. Anderson would have preferred his Arctic sniper rifle, but his carbine would do at such close range.

Maric eased his own carbine around the rock in front of him, and sighted on his target. He carefully lowered his head until it was out of the line of any returning fire, and triggered short bursts in the direction of the defenders. He left longer and longer gaps between the bursts, until eventually one of the opposition shooters couldn’t stop himself from popping up to return fire. 

Anderson nailed him immediately. Then the flanks took one each and slipped away to new positions. The top of the hill erupted in gunfire as the hired muscle defending it opened up with everything they had, firing wildly at what they thought were the attackers’ positions. 

Maric let them waste ammunition for as long as they wanted. When they quietened down a bit he started the same process again. Short bursts from his carbine with gaps that became increasingly longer. It was a ploy he had used many times before. 

Once you got inside the opposition’s heads you could work them like a sheepdog working sheep. In this case he didn't have to wait long. The almost instantaneous demise of three of their number, as if by magic, and the return of that distinctive pattern of fire, had the desired effect. As the time between his bursts increased, the tension built, and suddenly the defenders on the top of the hill were running away.

Maric worked his way carefully toward the top of the hill. When he’d cleared the area he gave a low whistle. Half a minute later the others appeared at his side. They barely had time to admire the view from the top of the range when a crackle of small arms fire sounded further down the slope in front of them. After that there was a lot of shouting, and no more shooting.

“Looks like they’re surrendering”, said Mosha.

Maric nodded. He didn’t really care if the hired muscle surrendered or not. These sorts of people were addicted to a mercenary lifestyle. Given the chance to settle down and lead a productive life, nine times out of ten they would reject the offer. It was a fact of war, that those who were mentally damaged by years of conflict would be a problem to the rest of the world for at least another generation.

It didn't take the four men long to discover the top end of the access way into the mine. It was concealed by rocks, but once you knew where to look, entrance was easy. You slid between two of the taller rocks, holding your gear above your head, and then descended down the long gallery into the mine proper.

“Time to call the civilian authorities?” said Mosha, and Maric nodded. He took out a cell phone and touched a contact number he had been given. It dialled itself through. There was a burst of Croatian at the other end, which stopped abruptly when he began to speak English. Once his identity was confirmed, and the right code words had been given, he was assured two black vans with tinted windows and a good supply of body bags were on their way.

The four SAS men dragged the three bodies off the tops and down into the mine. They laid them out in an orderly fashion, on their backs, and added the four that had been killed in the initial engagement. Mosha knelt beside one of the four, and checked for signs of life.

“This one’s still breathing,” he said, rather surprised.

“Could be a couple of hours before he makes it to hospital,” said Maric. “Any chance he’ll survive that long?”

“The big problem is a head wound,” said Mosha, “but if I can stop the bleeding from elsewhere there’s a fair chance he’ll pull through.”

Maric didn’t look convinced. There was more blood on the man than on any of the others. On the other hand, Mosha was a paramedic. He knew what he was doing.

“Patch him up then,” said Maric dismissively.

Davies was eyeing the bodies with something more than idle curiosity. He looked at his boss, then back at the faces sprawled on the floor of the mine.

“Tall buggers,” he said laconically, “and they look a bit like you.”

Maric didn’t comment, but his breath quickened. Mosha was the only person to know his reasons for coming in pursuit of the Count were not entirely professional. Maric was of Dalmatian descent, and his ancestors had migrated to New Zealand at the end of the 1800s.

That made him Croatian, at least in part after the mixing of blood that had occurred since. Like most members of the human species it seemed, he had some type of mythical attachment to a vaguely described ‘homeland’.

His people were few and far between in New Zealand, though they made the effort to keep in touch with each other. Maybe he felt he was missing out on something. Whatever it was, this mission, so close to his ancestral homeland, had a special significance for him.

Mosha was right about the people here being tall, though his number two wouldn’t have known why. Maric did. The people of the limestone mountains that stretched down the eastern side of the Adriatic sea from Italy to Albania, the Dinaric Alps, were unnaturally tall. Maybe it was something in the limestone that affected the ph of the water, but the men had an average height just under 190cm, around six foot two. They were officially acknowledged as the tallest race in the world.

That fact had helped Maric come to terms with his own unnatural leanness and height. It might also explain his baby-faced looks and, so far, eternal youthfulness. He would have to find out. He looked forward to meeting his relatives – if he could find them. So far he had a location near the Dalmatian coast to go on, but that was about it.

Maric opened some of the boxes along the wall. Cigarettes and top shelf alcohol. Maybe class C drugs in some of them, probably knock-off electronics as well. Contraband, nothing more. These were not the people Maric needed to talk to about the Count, that was certain.

He and Anderson headed for the mine entrance, intent on bringing in the two guards from the prepared positions above it. One of the guards was still there, but the other was gone. Maric smiled to himself. Davies, it had to be. The SAS man had laid the guard out cold, disarmed him, and left the job at that.

Davies often had discussions with Maric about the ethics of war. Maric welcomed the exchange of views. The guard had not yet shown intent to kill, and may in fact have surrendered, so Davies had cut him some slack. If the man had opened fire, he would have signed his own death warrant.

The guard had come to, found he had no weapons, and seen the body of the other guard. He had then made a very sensible decision to scarper. Maric had no problems with that.

Anderson dragged the body of the remaining guard down the steep slope and into the mine. When all the bodies were laid out in a row, Maric felt an old memory stir. He was back on Ninety Mile Beach, in Northland, not far from Kaitaia, and the fishing had been good. 

His grandfather and his uncle, who he’d been visiting, had provided the young Maric with a rod and shown him the basics. A friend of his grandfather’s, an old Maori man, had accompanied them.

Back at his grandfather’s shack, the day’s catch had been carefully laid out, just like this, for the obligatory photograph. Photographs were big back then, and cell phones hadn’t yet reached New Zealand.

His grandmother had been there – one of his few memories of her – and she had been deciding what would be given away, what would be put into an old European recipe for their dinner, and what could be kept for a few days.

Was that what these missions were becoming for him now, a chance to see how many ‘fish’ he could bag? He shook his head. He didn’t think so. 

It didn’t feel like that. Not yet, anyway. It would be time to leave the military life if it became nothing more than a tally of bodies for him. He would have a long talk with Cal when this mission was over, just to be sure.

It took a while to organize the extraction of the bodies, and the prisoners the Marines had taken. There was a gravel road on the other side of the mine, and it was closer than the one the attack force had landed on that morning. Despite the easier access, it still took several trips to bring the right number of body bags up to the area, fill them, and take them down to the waiting vans.

There were eight prisoners, and two village policemen to each van. It wasn’t ideal, but Maric would see the prisoners had their hands properly restrained, and the vans were lockable from the outside and partitioned from the drivers on the inside.

Maric waved Dusty over to the other end of a body bag he was ready to take down the slope. The two men picked it up and slung the unfortunate inhabitant between them in a kind of hammock. 

With a standard pack, and a rifle slung over the other shoulder, it was hot work in the bright sun of the early afternoon. The two men got to talking as they covered the long kilometre and a half. 

“How long you been at Sigonella?” said Maric.

“Too long,” said Dusty, smiling a little sadly. Maric understood. Most of the soldiers he met at different places around the world didn’t have a choice. If you accepted army pay and conditions, you went where the army sent you, and you stayed there for as long as they said. 

He was surprised at Dusty’s reticence all the same. There was plenty to like about the Mediterranean climate, and the Sicilian people.

“African Americans are treated okay here,” said the squad leader, “but we’re lumped in with the Algerians and Tunisians who keep trying to cross over into Europe, creating all sorts of trouble these days.”

Maric almost smiled. Dusty had swapped being a Black in the States for being an unwanted African in Europe – not quite the freeing experience he might have hoped for. He felt for the man.

“You got a first name?” he said, and Dusty nodded.

“Abraham Dusty,” he said proudly, and his unstated Southern Baptist roots were all at once on display. There wasn’t much of an accent though.

“Ljudevic Maric,” said Maric, and the two men managed to reach across the body bag between them and shake hands.

“You got a good team?” said Maric, and the corporal nodded. He was a little surprised at the New Zealander’s friendliness, but accepted the warmth in the right spirit. 

Maric was genuinely interested in Dusty’s background, but there were other things going on as well. Once the fighting was over Maric always wanted his team nearby. His calm and relaxed manner, his quiet comments, reinforced the idea the team was just doing its job. Nothing unusual to see here. He wanted them to let events that might have upset them leach away, before they became a problem.

It wasn’t a skill he had been taught, it came out of the man that he was. Now he was extending the same mental management skills to Dusty, and maybe even through him to his squad.

“They're a new bunch though,” said Dusty, “and I'm still sorting them out. But they've got promise.”

“Mine have been with me for two years now,” said Maric, “with a few changes. It's a good feeling when we're all extensions of the one body. It's saved lives more than once.” Dusty nodded his understanding.

Two of Dusty’s squad had already delivered their first body bag to the waiting vans, and they hurried back up the slope to help Maric and Dusty. Maric was impressed. Grunts didn't normally help officers unless they were ordered to do so.

“I see what you mean,” he said to Dusty, and the Southern man smiled with justifiable pride.    
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Maric was still thinking about the policemen driving the vans when the Sea Eagle cleared the coast and started tracking down past Croatia. Interpol was supposed to take over the scene after special forces had neutralized the threats, but four local policemen didn’t seem like an adequate response.

On the other hand Ucka National Park was in a remote area, and the intel had come in at short notice. Maybe that was all they had in the area. He settled his mind with the hope a strong Interpol contingent would soon be taking over from the drivers in the vans.

Maric had made sure his own team were comfortably settled early on, and Dusty’s squad were all immersed in some form of electronica. He discouraged it himself. He believed in talking to people if you wanted to live a satisfying life. A soldier’s proximity awareness kept him alive, and leaving this world for a fictional one – and he included social media – wasn’t going to help that.

Zadar came up on Maric’s left. He recognized the promontory more than the city. He had added the maps he’d been given into his growing understanding of the terrain, and could plot most points on the ground from their surroundings.

Maric settled back and thought about his team. They were the best weapons in the field he had, and he needed to keep them performing well. He looked after them even better than the small arms he carried himself. 

His team had been reunited for this mission. Mosha had been pulled off his own team at Maric’s request, Davies the same, and Anderson removed from active deployment in a peace-keeping force.

Mosha had trained with him in the SAS under Cal. His parents had been refugees. Some of the first to arrive when the New Zealand government committed itself to a set number of refugees each year.

Their first son had been born in New Zealand, and was fiercely proud of his new country. His parents had been similarly proud of their middle-eastern homeland. Mosha had taken the traditional route into the SAS. His diligence in the army got him a try out for the elite New Zealand SAS force. 

By contrast, Maric had been Cal’s best student in a mixed martial arts club in the small town where he lived, and Cal had lifted him straight into the SAS. It was highly irregular, but so was Maric. The earnest young man had been floored when he learned what his instructor really did for a living.

Mosha was lean, like Maric, but a lot shorter. His darker skin seemed at odds with his round face and innocent features. The effect was made slightly cartoonish by the tight curls common among his people. Maric suspected the bullying he got growing up had led to his interest in self-defence. And his desire to lead, and not be taken for an insipid mummy’s boy.

Like Maric he had never married. Both had command of a troop by their second tour of duty. There was an element of friendly rivalry between them.

Davies was always a surprise. The man had looked least likely to make it into the attack force in Kalimantan six months ago, and Maric had wondered why he was even in the training camp. Then Cal had turned up beside him.

“Davies,” he’d said, indicating the mud-splattered specimen. 

“Very average as far as height and weight goes, but the toughest mental attitude I’ve ever seen on a soldier. Be glad he’s on our side.”

Maric had been dutifully glad, and Davies had led from the front in the hellish battle for control of the Count’s South Kalimantan diamond mine.

Anderson had enough experience to be put in charge of his own team, but he preferred the shadows. literally. In all matters of camouflage and sniping skills he stood above anyone else in the NZ SAS, and that was saying a lot. But Anderson was a team player, and Maric could trust the man in everything he asked him to do.

After Maric had gone over his team’s performance in his mind, and made a couple of notes – things he would follow up with them later – he turned his thoughts to why they were here in the Mediterranean. What was a NZ SAS team doing as part of a NATO operation against a man accused of funding terrorism around the world?

Three years ago, two retired SAS soldiers had died in suspicious circumstances, one in Japan and one in Singapore, where they had built new lives. Six months later an SAS instructor was stabbed to death in Kabul, without any reason and not apparently Taliban-inspired.

That’s when Cal got involved. All of the dead men had been part of a task force that raided a Taliban compound in 2003 and appropriated a great deal of information. What was obvious intel was acted on, but most of it was just stored.

At the time of the more recent assassinations, Eurocom – American forces in Europe – had started feeding data on terrorist activities into a modified super-computer. They were running a new type of AI program that was seeing trends and making predictions the best human operatives hadn’t been able to match.

The many successes using the AI program must have spooked some underground group into action. Whether it was a warning, or wanting to tie up resources chasing down assassins, they’d hoped to keep the NZ SAS too busy to go searching through those Afghanistan records. But it hadn’t worked. 

It appeared the Taliban commander was a mule, bringing goods up from somewhere further south and delivering them to a destination in Eastern Europe. He may have been funded as a Taliban warlord just to provide this link in the smuggling chain.

The goods going north were diamonds from a rich and previously unknown site in Kalimantan, in Indonesia, and they were going to an enigmatic figure known only as the Count. The man was selling the diamonds and using the proceeds to fund different terrorist activities. 

Maric had taken a small team into Kalimantan to get better intel, and then an attack force had parachuted down to the mine in a HA/LO drop at dawn.

Maric had killed one of the men responsible for the retired SAS members’ deaths, Jukka Salo, and now NATO was closing in on the Count.

It had taken a lot to get a NZ SAS team onto this operation. Cal must have pulled in every favour he was due. Maric’s boss had left the SAS some years before to start his own organization, a private force funded by wealthy individuals and companies who didn’t want to see world trade disrupted by piracy or terrorism.

Rather than the ‘Black Ops’ units who were part of a recognized defence force but were disavowed, Cal’s people were part of what was becoming known as ‘Grey Ops’, forces not attached to any government, and privately funded, who put out fires in international hot spots.

Cal had managed to get Maric’s team reinstated as part of the SAS in New Zealand so they could legally work with NATO. Maric smiled. The man was a wizard at that sort of thing. Or he had some serious arm-bending skills.

The Count had somehow caused the deaths of three retired SAS members, and it was right that an SAS team was here to avenge them. There was a justice deeper than that found in legal systems, or the wranglings of governments.

Maric’s thoughts were interrupted by a call from the Sea Dragon’s pilot.

“You guys want to see this?” said his voice over the comms system.

Maric shrugged, and headed toward the front of the craft. A few others crowded in behind him. There was nothing to see, and then the huge underbelly of a USAF ​KC-10 Extender lowered itself ahead of them.

Maric got it straight away. The Sea Dragon was refuelling. Not surprising when it took the giant helicopter more than four hours for this trip, one way.

Watching the pilot slot the pipe at the front of the helicopter into the hanging cone was quite an experience, and then the thirsty aircraft was replenishing its tanks.

Maric returned to his seat to get some rest, and he was still dozing lightly when he opened his eyes and saw Split coming up on the Croatian coast.

He felt that slight increase in his breathing again. The only thing he knew about his ancestors was that they came from Cisto Provo on the coastal strip on the seaward side of the mountains. The place was tiny, and it was 85km from Split and 80km from Makarska, the port further down the coast.

He wasn’t sure how he would get there yet. A mission like this didn’t have ‘holidays’. Once immersed in the ‘kill or be killed’ of an active mission, it would be suicidal to let himself get distracted.

Maybe when this was all over, when the Count was dead, before he was transferred back home to New Zealand. The official NATO stand was that the Count should be captured alive. Maric was ambivalent about that. He was ambivalent because he didn’t want to look at his true feelings. They weren’t ambivalent at all.

He was woken an hour and a half later by a squawk from the comms system. It was a request for someone to come up the front. He looked at Dusty. The African American shrugged his shoulders. Maric got up resignedly and headed for the cockpit. He felt, more than heard, Dusty fall into place behind him.

“You boys want a look at Mt Etna?” said the pilot, and Maric looked at Dusty. The corporal nodded.

“What’s involved,” said Maric cautiously.

“We’ve got permission to cut across the boot of Italy,” said the pilot, “so we’ll be passing close by the mountain. If we want to ‘accidentally’ pass right over it, we’ll have to turn off course now, while they can’t pick us up on Sigonella radar.”

Maric smiled. The army made rules, and the rank and file worked around them. Order, of a sort, was preserved.

“That would be right fine,” he said, and the pilot nodded.

“That’s the top, ahead of us,” said the pilot fifteen minutes later as the Sea Dragon climbed the last of the mountain’s slopes. It was an impressive sight, one of the few times Maric wished he could take a photo to record it. The soldiers were crowding the windows now, and looked like they’d been offered a day at a fun fair.

“Etna’s 3300 metres high,” added the pilot. “If you look directly beyond the mountain top you can see the runways at Sigs. It looks close, but its 45 klicks further on.”

There was nothing much about the rounded hump that signified the highest point, but then they passed over it, and the great, steaming crater lay directly below them.

Maric didn’t have a fear of heights, or a fear of falling, but his stomach clenched at the thought of plummeting into that hellish mouth.

The pilot listened to something in his headphones, and Maric could hear the tiny voice asking questions. The pilot explained contritely that he had been doing additional training with the co-pilot, and they had lost track of their exact whereabouts.

He veered the Sea Dragon to the left, and a few minutes later turned right to begin a more officially sanctioned run in from the sea. Maric gave the pilot the thumbs up, and headed back to his seat.

Ten minutes after that the heli was on the ground at Sigonella air base, one of the most potent reminders of US military power in Europe.  
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