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Moscow—December 30th, 1916

The night was as cold as the snow falling on Moscow.

In a dimly lit basement, Grand Duke Dmitri Yusupov, sweat streaming down his face and fear gnawing at his stomach, dropped a corpse onto a long wooden table and let out a relieved sigh. It was over. Grigori Rasputin was dead. 

Yusupov fought the urge to be sick. He was wearing a Russian Imperial Army uniform, but he had never been to the front, let alone killed a man before. His legs wobbled as though they were made of jelly. He reached up and wiped the rivulets of sweat from his brow with his sleeve. He and his fellow aristocratic conspirators had seen Rasputin as evil incarnate, a threat to the czar—and therefore, an enemy of Russia. They had devised a plan to rid the country of this threat and invited Rasputin to Yusupov’s Moika Palace just after midnight for some late-night refreshments. There, they fed him cakes and wine laced with cyanide, which, to their horror, didn’t affect the mystic at all. With time fading fast, Yusupov knew what to do and retrieved his revolver. With his hand shaking, he shot Rasputin in the chest at point-blank range. His corpse tumbled face down onto the floor and lay still.

Yusupov stayed behind while his comrades, one wearing his coat, drove to Rasputin’s house to give the impression that the mystic had returned home that night after drinking too much. “God willing, this will all be over soon,” Yusupov had muttered, setting his pistol down. He reached for a half-full glass of Madeira. Suddenly, Rasputin leaped to his feet. His dark eyes burned with intensity.

Stunned, Yusupov staggered backward, his jaw hanging open.

“Murderer!” Rasputin growled accusingly as he pointed at the terrified aristocrat. 

“This can’t be. You’re dead,” stammered Yusupov, dumbfounded that the mystic could stand. Before he could say another word, like a rabid animal, Rasputin bared his teeth and lunged at him. He shoved the surprised nobleman aside and ran up the stairs. 

“Stop!” Yusupov yelled, fumbling for his pistol.

In seconds, Rasputin was gone.

Yusupov clenched the revolver in his sweaty hand and chased after his victim. If he escaped, Yusupov and his friends would have to face the czarina’s wrath. He ran as fast as he could through the kitchen and out into the snow-covered courtyard. He came to a sliding stop next to a slender fellow conspirator, who was aiming a revolver at Rasputin. 

The officer fired once. The sound of gunfire echoed into the night. Rasputin staggered forward a couple of steps before dropping to his knees. The lieutenant approached and placed the barrel of the pistol against the back of Rasputin’s head, coldly pulling the trigger. The bullet shattered the back of the man’s head and exited through his forehead, killing him. Blood splattered onto the snow.

“Oh, thank God for that,” uttered Yusupov, relieved that Rasputin was finally dead. The mystic wouldn’t have any more miraculous resurrections, this time.

“Dimitri, what happened?” asked a nobleman, standing in the doorway.

Yusupov looked back. “It was Rasputin. He wasn’t dead. The bastard shoved me aside and tried to run, but thank God he didn’t get away.”

“He’s dead now,” the lieutenant said firmly, their voice that of a woman, not a man. She took off her peaked hat, letting her long, blonde hair fall over her shoulders. “I’m glad I killed him. The man was a pig. He’ll never defile another woman again.” 

“Grand Duchess Tatiana,” said Yusupov. “All of Russia is in your debt, but those two shots will have been heard by the people nearby. I know them. They will surely summon the police, who will come here asking questions, and you can’t be seen here. You need to leave immediately.”

Tatiana nodded, her gaze fixed on Rasputin’s body. She handed Yusupov her still-smoking revolver.

“Pavel,” he said, waving to his friend. “I need you to drive the Grand Duchess back to the palace, and for the love of God, make sure no one sees you.”

“You can count on me,” Pavel replied. “Grand Duchess, if you’d please follow me to my car. I’ll have you home in no time.”

Tatiana clenched her fists and yelled at the top of her lungs at Rasputin’s dead body.

“Grand Duchess, please,” said Pavel, holding out his hand.

“I’m all right now,” she responded, tucking her hair under her cap. “Please take me home, Pavel.”

Yusupov swallowed past a lump in his throat. He had heard rumors that Rasputin had assaulted one of the czar’s daughters, but hadn’t believed it until tonight. He waited until Tatiana was gone before rolling the corpse in a tarp. As soon as Pavel returned, Rasputin’s body would be dropped from the Petrovsky Bridge into the ice-filled Nevka River. With luck, his corpse wouldn’t be found until spring, far from Moscow.

Yusupov glanced skyward at the star-filled expanse and silently prayed. He wasn’t afraid to die. He and his friends had acted in defense of Russia. If they were ever caught, that alone should atone for their actions tonight. But only time would tell.
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French Indochina—May 1st, 1954

Please, God, fifteen more minutes, please, prayed Captain Darcy Wright, fighting to keep his crippled B-26 bomber in the air. Wright was blind in his left eye, and his face was littered with cuts. His severely wounded co-pilot sat in his chair, holding a blood-soaked scarf against his neck to staunch the bleeding. Struck by a burst of antiaircraft fire over the doomed French base at Dien Bien Phu, the bomber’s cockpit windshield had shattered, hurling hundreds of jagged pieces of glass into Wright and his co-pilot. Wright hadn’t heard a word from his radio operator for close to thirty minutes and assumed he was dead.

Wright ran a shaking hand over a silver cross hanging around his neck. It was a gift from his mother before he had shipped out for the war in Indochina. Believing his fate was now in the hands of a higher power helped ease his mind. 

Less than thirty minutes earlier, he and his crew had been engaged in close air support, dropping bombs and napalm on waves of Viet Minh soldiers attempting to overrun the battered defenders of a weak point. It was a hopeless effort. Everyone knew the base would soon fall; it was just a matter of when. Wright and his comrades didn’t care. As long as French soldiers were still alive, they would risk their lives to help them. After a barrage of deadly ground fire had hammered his plane, Wright, regrettably, was forced to abort his last run of the day and head home.

Wright looked out his cracked side window at the smoke billowing from his starboard engine and clenched his jaw tight. Things were rapidly turning from bad to worse. Wright did the math in his head and silently cursed. If they were ever going to make it back to his squadron’s base, his plane needed to lose weight. But from where? He knew they still had four napalm bombs attached under each wing. Dropping them would be a good start. Wright scanned the ground below them and could see only miles and miles of green jungle. He crossed his fingers and hoped there was no one beneath him. Wright reached over to his control panel and flipped a switch to activate the automatic bomb release. Instead of releasing the bombs, however, the control panel sparked, and tendrils of acrid smoke seeped from the fried-out switch.

Wright felt his bomber shudder as his port engine sputtered and then died. Despondently, he leaned back and slammed his head against the back of his seat. With only one engine still running, he no longer believed they would make it back to base. 

With a heavy heart, Wright keyed his throat mic and said, “Gabriel Base, this is Red-Four; how do you read me, over?”

“Red-Four, this Gabriel Base. We hear you loud and clear. Send your status, over,” responded an air traffic controller.

“Red-Four, roger. I have lost my port engine, and my starboard one will not last much longer.” Wright glanced over at his pale co-pilot. His breathing had become erratic and shallow. Wright’s mouth grew dry. He struggled to speak. “My co-pilot is badly injured and needs immediate medical attention. I fear Sergeant Rene, my radio operator, is already dead. I’m going to have to ditch the plane.”

There was a moment of silence as the enormity of their predicament sank in. “Understood. Where are you now?”

Wright looked out the window at the lush sea of green trees stretching to the horizon. He was a pilot, not a navigator. Doubt ate at his insides. “I’m not sure. I think we’re near Muong Lay, but I can’t be certain.”

“Roger, we understand. We will dispatch an air rescue team immediately to your location, over.”

“Roger that, and merci.”

“Good luck.”

In the corner of his eye, Wright spotted flames shooting out from his starboard engine. He shook his head. Reluctantly, he switched off the fuel supply to prevent a fire, knowing they would no longer have the power needed to stay airborne.

Silence fell over the bomber as it glided through the air.

Wright shuffled in his seat and leaned forward, desperate to find a place to land. But everywhere he looked, it was an impenetrable jungle. Wright had no choice; with his plane losing altitude by the second, he would have to put down and hope for the best. He didn’t see the need to lower the landing gear and flew straight ahead. The trees rushed up to meet them.

“God protect our souls,” said Wright, raising the nose of the plane slightly in anticipation of the impending impact.

A split second later, the bomber’s undercarriage struck the tops of the trees and skimmed along. The sound of the trees snapping and breaking under the bomber’s weight while it cut a deep swath through the jungle canopy was deafening. For a moment, Wright believed he might survive, but fate had chosen otherwise. The bomber struck something hard and came to a sudden and jarring stop, compressing the nose like tin foil. Wright’s worn harness failed, launching him like a rag doll against the plane’s control panel. The last thought in Wright’s mind was how odd it was that a brick wall should be in the middle of a jungle.

Black, oily smoke spiraled upward, the only sign that a plane had gone down. Moments later, the sky opened up, releasing a heavy rain onto the jungle below, extinguishing the fire and causing the bomber to seemingly vanish forever.
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Mogadishu—Somalia: Present Day

Across the sprawling city, Isha, the final Muslim call to prayer, echoed melodiously from hundreds of loudspeakers mounted on the minarets of dozens of mosques, summoning the faithful to pray before going to bed.

“Okay, let’s see what we can see,” Gordon Cardinal murmured to himself, getting comfortable on the dirty, concrete floor behind his .50 caliber sniper rifle. He looked through the rifle’s thermal scope at an unfinished apartment building three hundred meters away. Cardinal could make out a single glowing figure tied to a chair on the eleventh floor. He methodically scanned the area but couldn’t see anyone else. Cardinal clenched his jaw; according to the mission brief, two people should have been present, not one.

“We’re here,” Samantha Chen’s cheery voice came through Cardinal’s earpiece.

“Roger that,” he replied. “FYI, I can only see one hostage.”

“Can you identify the hostage?” Ryan Mitchell asked.

Cardinal reacquired the subject. “By the shape and size, I’d have to say it’s Maria Torres. But her bodyguard is nowhere to be seen.”

“He’s dead, most likely,” Nate Jackson chimed in.

“Dead or not, we have a job to do,” said Mitchell firmly. “Gord, cover our backs. Nate, I want you and Yuri to get airborne as soon as possible. I think I smell a rat.”

“Will do,” replied Cardinal and Jackson in unison.

Cardinal always felt uneasy whenever his wife, Sam, headed into danger. But she was as safe as possible with Mitchell by her side.

Mitchell switched off his battered Land Rover’s engine, opened his door, and exited. He looked up at the apartment block through his blue-gray eyes and took a deep breath through his nostrils. The toxic smell of garbage mixed with fire smoke assaulted his senses. They were in the right spot, but the news that Torres’ bodyguard was missing made the hair stand on the back of his neck. Years of experience doing this kind of assignment warned him to stay alert. The deal was for two hostages, not one.

“What’s on your mind?” Sam asked, joining him.

“Something’s not right,” he replied, running a hand over his chin. 

Sam chuckled dryly. “Something’s always not right. It’s practically our modus operandi.”

Mitchell cracked a slight smile. “Yeah. But one day, it’s going to come back and bite us all in the ass.”

“Let’s hope today isn’t that day.”

“Amen to that,” Mitchell said as he turned around and grabbed a briefcase from the Rover before shutting the door. “So, what do you think? Shall we get this over with?”

Sam nodded and walked to the complex’s darkened-glass front door. Just as she reached for the handle, two men wearing a mix of dirty civilian and military clothing opened it and aimed their rusty AKs at them.

“You armed?” bluntly asked one of the men.

Mitchell shook his head and held up his case. “No, as requested, all we have with us is the money.”

“We’re going to search you anyway. Just to be sure,” growled one of the Somalis.

Mitchell shrugged. “Be my guest, but don’t push your luck with my partner.”

While his colleague covered him, the head mercenary quickly patted Mitchell down. The stern, don’t-you-dare look in Sam’s eyes quickly dissuaded the man from tempting fate.

“You’re good. Follow me,” said the man.

“Smart man,” said Sam.

“After you,” said Mitchell nonchalantly to the guards.

They were led to a waiting elevator and got in. The lead merc pressed the button for the eleventh floor.

As the elevator rose, so did Mitchell’s apprehension. He replayed the mission brief in his mind. The assignment was straightforward. A ten-million-dollar ransom was to be exchanged for the release of Maria Torres and her bodyguard. He’d been on missions before where things had gone sideways, and he had always survived, but that was when he was younger. Time catches up with everyone, he was once told by his boss, General Jack O’Reilly, and time was passing them all by.

The elevator stopped, and the doors slid open.

“Come,” ordered the guard, waving his assault rifle in Mitchell’s face.

“I have eyes on you,” said Cardinal in Mitchell’s ear, lowering the tension.

Several fluorescent lights on the roof flickered to life as the second gunman hit a switch. Tools and building supplies littered the unfinished floor. They made their way past a large stack of wooden pallets, and Maria came into sight, her head hanging low. Maria’s dark hair was unkempt, and her clothes were torn and filthy.

“What the hell?” blurted Sam, rushing to Maria’s side. She gently lifted the girl’s face and grimaced at the bruises under her eyes and her split lip. Sam swore under her breath as she checked Maria’s pulse and her dilated pupils. She stood. “Ryan, she’s been drugged.”

“It had to be done to keep her quiet,” said the guard, leering at Maria.

“All right, we’re here,” said Mitchell, trying to stay calm. “Let’s complete this deal. I’ve got the money, all of it, but it was for two people, not one. Where’s Diego Lopez?”

The man shrugged. “The last time I saw him, he was being dumped into a drum full of acid. Man, you should have heard him scream.”

If he could have, Mitchell would have yanked the merc’s AK from his hands and beaten him to death with it. But there were two of them, and a hostage to take care of. He remained stone-faced and prayed the deal would soon be over.

Unexpectedly, a second elevator opened, and six men stepped out. One was broad and bald, dressed in a pressed, gray suit, and wearing octagonal-shaped glasses. The others resembled their armed companions.

Mitchell studied the man in the suit, who was coolly adjusting his red silk tie. He was clearly in charge of the operation.

“Good evening, Mister Mitchell and Ms. Chen, or is it Mrs. Cardinal?” said the well-dressed man, with a hint of a British accent.

“It’s still Chen,” replied Sam indignantly, never taking her focus off Maria.

“Ah, of course. You’re a modern woman, are you not? Why bother taking your husband’s name in this day and age?”

Sam’s voice grew tense. “Is this really important? Have you seen the state Miss Torres is in?”

“Yes. And your point being?”

The five additional mercenaries fanned out, forming a cordon around Sam and Mitchell.

Sam stared the man in the eyes. “My point is she’s lucky to be alive.”

“As are you. I’ve read some of your files. My God, you people do get around.”

“If we’re done with the pleasantries, can we get to work?” asked Mitchell, showing the bald man the case.

“In a minute, Mister Mitchell. I haven’t introduced myself yet. My name is Peter Korir.”

“Where’s Jones?” asked Mitchell suspiciously.

Korir smiled, flashing a mouth full of pearl-white teeth. “Samuel Jones has had an accident and won’t be joining us tonight, or any other night for the rest of his life.”

Something had gone awry. Mitchell searched his mind for a clue to help him understand what was happening.

“Damn! Korir! Did he say his name was Korir?” asked Cardinal in Sam’s ear.

Sam gave a slight nod.

“The man’s bad news,” warned Cardinal. “A few months back, I read one of George’s briefs on Kenya, in which he described Korir as a cold-blooded predator.”

Mitchell instantly remembered the same paper. Cardinal was right. Korir couldn’t be trusted. Every assumption they had made about the mission had been instantly overturned. He stayed calm, acting as if everything was fine, even though it was far from it. Mitchell placed his briefcase on a nearby table, opened it, and revealed the neatly stacked bills. “Here you go. Per my agreement with Mister Jones, here’s ten million US for Miss Torres.”

Korir eyed the money and smiled. “That’s fine, but that’s only part of tonight’s festivities.”

Mitchell tensed. “I beg your pardon?”

“Ten million is nice, but my men and I will make twice that much, killing the lot of you.”

Cardinal calmly kept his sights fixed on Korir’s head. He gently pulled back on the sniper rifle’s trigger. A split second more, and the Kenyan would be out of the picture.

Behind him, the elevator chimed, and the doors opened.

In a flash, Cardinal let go of his unwieldy rifle, rolled onto his back, and drew his pistol from its holster. He aimed his 9mm at the elevator doors. In a flash, four men rushed out of the car. The first man died with a shot to the head. Another fell the same way. The third man hesitated for a moment, but was hit twice in the chest. The last mercenary grabbed his doomed friend and used him as a shield. He advanced, firing wildly in Cardinal’s direction, but met his end when he tripped over his dead colleague’s legs and tumbled to the ground, only to be shot and killed.

“Sam,” said Cardinal, dropping his pistol, rolling back over, and hauling his rifle’s butt into his shoulder.

“Ah, that should be the end of your husband,” announced Korir, smiling devilishly as the firing faded away. “My client will be very pleased.”

Sam, filled with rage, gritted her teeth and crouched down, ready to strike like a panther, when a .50 caliber bullet suddenly hit Korir in the chest, causing him to fly back into the closest mercenary, knocking him down. Instead of hurling herself at the nearest gunman, Sam hauled Maria from her chair and covered her with her body.

Another shot tore through the night, this time taking out two men before they could take cover.

Mitchell dropped to one knee and scooped up a dropped weapon. The mercenaries, fixated on the incoming fire, didn’t realize that the hunters were about to become the prey. They were so close, he couldn’t miss. Coldly, Mitchell moved his weapon’s sights from person to person, firing until he and Cardinal had cleared the room.

Sam sat up and fearfully looked back toward her husband’s location, hidden in the dark. “Gord, please tell me you’re all right?”

“Yeah, but I think one of my attackers’ bullets went straight through my left shoulder,” he replied. “It feels like it’s on fire. But I’m okay.”

“Thank God for that.”

The sound of another elevator car approaching the floor cut off the conversation.

Mitchell looked around quickly. “The roof.” 

“Say again,” said Jackson. “Did you say the roof?”

“Yes. We’re not going out the front door this time. Sam and I are on our way to the roof. Meet us there.” Mitchell tossed Sam a loaded AK and picked up Maria. He draped her over his shoulder and ran toward the stairs. 

Sam and Mitchell had barely entered the stairwell when the elevator opened, and six armed men ran out. They slid to a halt at the sight of their comrades’ bodies sprawled out on the floor. In seconds, two met the same fate from Cardinal’s precise shooting. The rest panicked and scampered for the safety of a concrete stairwell. The second elevator’s doors slid apart, and more men spilled out.

“Over here,” whispered a man on the stairs.

The newly arrived gunmen milled around, confused and unsure of what to do.

A shot, followed by another dead mercenary, quickly made them realize what was going on. As one, they panicked and scrambled for cover.

“Where are the Americans and the hostage?” asked a man, turning on a flashlight, revealing a deep scar on his neck.

“I didn’t see them,” responded a man.

“Nor did we. So, if you didn’t see the Americans, then they must have gotten away and are making their way to the roof.”

“Yes, but we’re lucky to be alive. I say we let them go.”

“Not a chance,” responded the scarred man. “Too many of my men are dead. I want blood.”

Sam pushed open the door and raised her rifle, ready to engage any targets. The roof was clear, so for the moment, they were safe.

“I’m heading for the roof of my building, too,” said Cardinal, his voice raspy.

“See you soon,” replied Sam, worry lining her face.

She and Mitchell exchanged a glance. Both knew things were going rapidly from bad to worse.

Mitchell looked skyward. “Where are you, Nate?”

“We’re just a few klicks from your location,” he replied. “Hang on. We’ll be there soon.”

Mitchell gently laid Maria down and took the AK from Sam so she could look after the battered young woman.

Voices echoed up the stairwell. 

Their troubles were far from over. Mitchell calmly got down on one knee and waited. With only one magazine, he would have to make every shot count. The door burst open, and a man ran out holding his AK. Mitchell fired once, causing the man to double over. He tumbled onto the roof, only to be replaced by another mercenary leaping over his associate’s corpse. That man, too, met his demise before his feet hit the floor.

The sound of rotor blades cutting through the cool night air grew louder by the second.

Mitchell could have leaped for joy, but he focused on keeping Maria, Sam, and himself alive. With two down, the remaining men stuck in the stairwell were less than eager to step over the threshold.

With his usual expertise, Yuri Uvarov brought his rented Huey helicopter around and landed safely on the roof. A side door slid open, and Jackson jumped down, wielding a light machine gun.

“Miss me?” he asked Mitchell, his focus on the stairwell door.

“Not anymore,” he replied truthfully.

Jackson let off a long burst at the stairwell, chewing apart the concrete blocks and hitting anyone foolish enough to be near the doorway.

Sam and Mitchell helped Maria into the chopper.

Jackson walked backward, keeping up a steady rate of fire, pinning the Somali mercenaries down.

Sam retrieved a combat first aid kit from under a seat and opened the bag. She deftly inserted an IV into the girl’s arm and began a drip of antibiotics and saline to keep the severely dehydrated and injured girl alive.

“Nate, let’s go!” yelled Mitchell over the noise of the helicopter blades.

Jackson finished the ammunition in the SAW’s drum, threw the weapon into the chopper, and turned to climb aboard.

Mitchell reached to help Jackson inside when time suddenly seemed to slow to a crawl, the world spinning in slow motion. An older mercenary burst from the doorway and ran out onto the roof, firing his AK from the hip. Most of the rounds went wild, but two struck Jackson, ripping apart his right knee. He let out a cry and dropped to the floor with his hand on his bloody wound. In an instant, Mitchell raised his AK and ended the man’s life.

“Nate!” yelled Mitchell, jumping down to help his friend. He didn’t need to be told Jackson’s injuries were severe. Fear and adrenaline surged through Mitchell’s veins. His best friend was in pain, and he needed to help him. He slid an arm under his colleague’s waist and helped him to stand. Sam saw what was happening and hurried to help get Jackson inside the helicopter.

Yuri glanced over his shoulder and saw that everyone was aboard. He applied power to the engines and brought the Huey into the air: his destination, Cardinal’s nearby building.

“Move!” ordered Sam, pushing Mitchell back so she could examine Jackson’s wounds. Mitchell may have been the team leader, but no one got in her way when Sam took charge.

Mitchell grabbed hold of a headset and keyed the mic. “Yuri, please tell me you know a decent doctor in this part of the world?”

“Da, but not here,” he replied. “I know a man in Kismayo who might help.”

“Is he any good?”

“I’m living proof that he knows his job.”

“That’s good enough for me. Can we make it?”

“Da, barely, but we should be able to fly there without refueling. Why? How bad is Nate?”

Mitchell glanced over, a heavy weight settling on his chest. “I don’t know. Just get us to Kismayo as fast as you can, please.”

“I’ll try. But first, it’s Gordon’s turn to get in.”

Mitchell turned about and spotted Cardinal standing on the roof of his building. His left arm was in a makeshift splint.

Yuri slowed his chopper and landed. He waited for Cardinal to get in before rapidly gaining altitude and turning southwest for Kismayo.

Mitchell closed the door and sat down on the cold, sticky, blood-soaked floor. He closed his eyes for a moment and wondered if this day could get any worse. 

“Ryan, get over here,” ordered Sam.

Mitchell’s eyes shot open. He got on his knees next to Sam. “What do you want me to do?”

“I need you to hold Nate’s leg tight above the wound while I apply a tourniquet. Okay?”

Mitchell nodded, gripped Jackson’s leg tightly, and felt his stomach turn. He could hardly recognize what was left of Nate’s knee. It was a bloody, pulpy mess.

“Don’t let them take my leg,” Jackson pleaded through clenched teeth. “Promise me, Ryan, Promise me!”

“You know I won’t let them,” he replied calmly. “Just lie back and think about your family. They’re all that matters right now.”

Sam slid the tourniquet around Jackson’s leg and prepared to pull it tight. She looked at Jackson. “On three.”

“Yeah, three,” he weakly responded.

Sam gripped the tourniquet. “One, two—” There wasn’t a three as she yanked hard and cut off the blood seeping from Jackson’s wound.

Jackson let out a pained moan, lay still, and blacked out.

Sam hadn’t had time to pull on gloves. She wiped her blood-soaked hands on her pants. “Ryan, I want you to check on Gordon while I check Maria’s IV.”

Mitchell gently placed a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “How bad is Nate’s injury?”

Sam didn’t mince her words. “Bad. Now, Gord. Please.”

Mitchell nodded and moved next to Cardinal. His eyes immediately widened at the growing pool of blood beneath his comrade’s feet. He gently turned Cardinal to get a better view of his back. His combat jacket was soaked in blood.

“Gord, you weren’t grazed, were you?”

“No,” he said between heavy breaths. “I think I’ve got a collapsed lung.”

“What?” yelled Sam, grabbing Mitchell and shoving him aside. She reached for a pair of scissors and cut away her husband’s blood-soaked jacket. “God damn it. Gordon, you could have told me.”

“I didn’t want you to worry,” he said, his face losing color.

Sam applied a dressing to stop the bleeding and ensured Cardinal sat straight up. She moved close to Mitchell and said in a lowered voice. “Ryan, if we don’t get these two to a proper hospital, they’re going to die. I can only do so much, but the injuries they’ve sustained could easily become life-threatening.”

“Yuri’s taking us to one of his contacts.”

Sam edged in closer. “I mean it, Ryan. We need an actual doctor, not some back-alley friend of Yuri’s.” 

Mitchell heard the stress in Sam’s voice and saw the fear in her eyes. “We’ll get one even if we have to kidnap one. All right?”

“You’d better.”

Mitchell sat back and wiped the blood from his hands. No matter where he looked, it was all he could see. He hadn’t seen this much blood since his last tour in Afghanistan, and then the men he’d helped evacuate never made it.

Mitchell lowered his head. They’d walked right into a trap and were lucky to be alive. “Dear God, can this day get any worse?”

Sam let out a snort. “Remember, Ryan, you asked.”

Mitchell sat up. “What do you mean?”

“The day just got worse.”

“What? Why?”

“Ryan, I’m late.”

“What do you...Wait...Say that again...?” he said, stammering.

“Ryan, I found out this morning that I’m pregnant. That means no more missions for me and Gordon—if he survives.”

Mitchell wanted to smile at Sam’s good news, but General O’Reilly’s words haunted him. Time had caught up with them.
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Six months later—Albany, New York

Ryan wiped the steam off his bathroom mirror and reached for his razor. He paused and looked at the man staring back at him. Mitchell was tall and athletic, and in that respect could pass for a man a dozen years younger. A strict physical training routine had helped him stay in top shape over the years; however, the silver hair at his temples was an obvious sign that he was no longer a young man.

“Are you going to keep admiring yourself, or get ready for work?” Jen teased, gently placing her hand on her baby bump. Unlike her husband, Jen dyed her caramel hair, which she liked to keep cut short around her ears.

“Am I getting old?” asked Mitchell.

Jen giggled softly. “Ryan, you were in your early thirties when we met. You do the math.”

“I know I’m starting to get up there, but do you consider me old?”

Jen frowned. “This isn’t like you. What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. O’Reilly hasn’t been the same since Diane died last year, and with you and Sam going to have kids, maybe it’s time for me to step back from fieldwork and let a new generation take the lead.”

Jen took one of Ryan’s hands in hers. She smiled and looked deeply into his blue-gray eyes. “I’ve never asked you to stop doing what you do, nor would I. I’ve always known that this is something you have to decide on your own.”

“Yeah, I know, but things have changed, and maybe it’s time I changed with them.”

“Look, I know you’ve been avoiding this, but why don’t you sit down with your friends and see what they think?”

Mitchell squeezed Jen’s hand. “You’re right, as always. I guess that’s why I married you. That and other things.”

“Easy on mister, that’s how we got Sarah and this little one,” she said, rubbing her stomach.

“Mom, Dad, hurry up,” yelled Sarah from downstairs. “We’re going on a field trip today, and I don’t want to be late.”

“The boss has spoken,” joked Mitchell.

“I can take her if you wish,” offered Corrine March, Jen’s mother. Hip surgery and a longing to be near her granddaughter had created the perfect opportunity for her to move in with them and help look after Sarah when they were busy, which happened nearly every day.

“Sounds good, Mom, thanks,” replied Jen.

“Well, that settles that,” said Mitchell.

“Yeah, but you still have to get to work. Unlike you, I have the next three weeks off to relax before the baby is due.”

“Slacker,” teased Mitchell.

“When men start having babies, we can revisit who’s being a slacker.”

Mitchell leaned over and kissed his wife on the cheek. “Fair enough.”

The ride to work had become so routine that Mitchell took the surveillance cameras and miles of fences surrounding Polaris for granted. He drove through the front gate, parked his Mercedes-Benz SUV, and walked inside the main building. Mitchell chatted with the on-duty security staff, a disabled veteran of the NYPD, as he went through his morning routine. After passing through the airport-style metal detectors, Mitchell holstered his Glock 9mm and made his way upstairs to join his friends in the operations room for the morning intelligence brief.

“Glad you could join us,” said Nate Jackson, sliding a coffee Mitchell’s way.

Mitchell took a seat next to his best friend. “Thanks. But where’s the sticky buns?”

Jackson adjusted his high-tech leg brace and said, “Doctor’s orders. Until I lose another sixty pounds, they’re off the menu.”

“Whoa, that sucks. I was kinda hoping to get one this morning.” 

“I agree, but what can I do?” It was Jackson’s first day back after months of rehab. He looked healthier than he had in ages, and there was a grin on Jackson’s face that Mitchell hadn’t seen in a long time. 

“Me too,” said Sam as she entered the room wearing a loose-fitting maternity top. “I’m starving.” Shorter than anyone else in the group, Sam looked uncomfortable walking with her extra weight.

“I guess that’s what happens when you’re eating for three,” said Cardinal, carrying two cups of herbal tea. The team sniper was tall and lean, his black goatee always neatly trimmed.

Mitchell stood and pulled out a chair for Sam. “I take it that’s Gordon’s way of telling us you’re having twins.”

Sam sat and nodded. “Gord and I have known for a while, but we wanted to make sure my pregnancy was going well before we told anyone.”

“Well, I say congrats,” said Jackson, toasting Sam with his cup. 

“Who are we congratulating?” asked Mike Donaldson, walking in on the conversation. With his thick, white hair, black eye patch, and clothes that looked forty years out of date, Donaldson resembled a university professor more than Polaris’ on-and-off executive officer. With O’Reilly attending a security conference in Oman, Donaldson was running the show for the next week.

“We are congratulating Sam and Gordon on their great news,” explained Jackson, running a hand over his smooth, bald head.

“Which is?”

“We’re having twins,” Sam said, beaming.

“That is great news. Fahimah and our twins will be happy to hear that.”

“How is Fahimah these days?” asked Mitchell.

“She’s got a new job teaching at the local high school and is absolutely loving it.” 

“And the twins?” queried Sam.

“Growing like bad weeds,” said Donaldson, smiling. He took his seat at the front of the room and reached for a file folder with his left hand, having lost his right arm in a terrorist attack on Polaris a few years back. Donaldson had abandoned wearing a prosthetic arm and instead folded up the sleeve of his jacket’s right arm. He quickly skimmed the brief and then looked up. “As Jen won’t be with us for some time, George will be presenting this morning’s briefing.”

“Thank you, sir,” said George Cabral, Jen’s deputy in the intelligence section. The young man, dressed in his usual blue suit, walked to a podium and activated a screen on the wall. Barely in his mid-twenties, Cabral was undeniably the future of Polaris. For the next thirty minutes, George reviewed points of interest, from the deteriorating situation in Burma to Bill Lancaster’s team training a newly formed special operations group in Mali. He then outlined the guidance Alavar Vega’s team was providing to a Mexican SWAT team on the close combat ranges throughout the week. His last topic was the upcoming presidential election in Russia. A debilitating heart attack in his sleep had forced the Russian president to hand nearly all of the reins of power to the nation’s prime minister, Sasha Volkov. Unshackled from the old president’s policies, Volkov withdrew the military from a bloody stalemate in Chechnya and gradually shifted Russia’s political alignment away from China and toward the West.

Cabral took a sip of water and continued. “Prime Minister Volkov is scheduled to meet with the leaders of the G7 in Iceland in two weeks’ time, and it is widely believed that Russia will be welcomed back into a new G8.”

“I doubt Makari Andreev will be too happy about that,” Donaldson said, referring to the man running against Volkov in the upcoming elections.

“No, he is not, sir,” agreed George. “General Andreev was a staunch supporter of the former president’s anti-Western policies, and if he had his way, he would have used nukes in Chechnya to win the last war.”

George activated a screen and showed a short video of Andreev at an outdoor rally, dressed in a costly, dark gray, tailored suit. He raised his service medals high over his head as he energized thousands of supporters, who stood, cheering and clapping enthusiastically.

“Who is the man behind Andreev?” asked Mitchell, leaning forward in his chair.

George stopped the video and zoomed in on a handsome man with long, black hair pulled back into a ponytail, wearing a priest’s black cassock. He held a simple wooden cross in one hand and an Eastern Orthodox Bible in the other. “The man on the screen is Kazimir Ivanov. According to the scant information there is on Ivanov, he was allegedly born in Siberia. He was a soldier for a short time before seeing a vision in which God told him to become a priest. He moved back to Siberia and wasn’t seen or heard from for about a decade, and then, as if out of nowhere, he became Andreev’s spiritual advisor.”

“Is he legit?” asked Jackson. “I mean, to me, he looks more like a televangelist than a real priest.”

“From what I’ve read, he’s a real priest.”

Jackson shrugged and sat back. “It takes all kinds.”

George answered a few more administrative questions before heading to his office in the basement, undoubtedly, to surf the dark web and see what was being said far from prying eyes.

“If there aren’t any further questions?” asked Donaldson. “I think we can safely say things are slowly getting back to normal and are proceeding smoothly.” 

Jackson raised his hand and coughed.

“Yes, Nate?” said Donaldson.

“I hate to be the one to bring this up, but do we have any word on who set us up in Somalia? I mean, it’s only been six months, but I thought you’d know something by now.”

“Nate, I hope you’re not suggesting that Jen and George haven’t been doing their jobs,” Donaldson replied, lightly.

Jackson raised a hand. “No, sir, it’s not that. I’m just eager to pay someone back for my knee.”

Donaldson let out a resigned sigh. “I’m sorry to say, so far, George hasn’t heard a word. But I can assure you that he and his people are looking into it. Okay?”

“Hey, I’m cool with that. I just wanted to know.”

Mitchell decided to end the conversation before Jackson irritated Donaldson any further. He stood up and said, “Mike, would you mind if the team and I borrow the room for a few minutes? I have something I need to discuss with my people.”

“Be my guest. Just don’t forget our eleven o’clock appointment to discuss the way ahead with your team.” 

“Sure thing.”

Donaldson picked up his file and exited the room, closing the door behind him.

Mitchell slid back into his seat and looked into the faces of the people he cared about as though they were family. He exhaled deeply. “Okay, since Mike wants to talk with me, I thought it was high time for us to have a serious discussion. I know this isn’t going to be easy. Lord knows I’ve been avoiding it for six months, but now that we’re all back at work, it has become unavoidable. Folks, I think it’s high time we all laid our cards on the table, so to speak. If Torres’ father hadn’t booked an emergency medical flight out of Somalia six months ago for all of us, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Which is?” asked Jackson.

Mitchell cleared his throat. “Things were said in the chopper as we took off, and I need to know if they still stand.”

Sam glanced at her husband, then back at Mitchell. “I take it you mean what I said.”

Mitchell nodded. “I do.”

Sam took a deep breath. “Ryan, Gord, and I have been wrestling with this decision for months, but what I said in the heat of the moment hasn’t changed. We’re about to have twins, and until I got pregnant, I never knew just how much I wanted children. So, at the risk of being blunt, we’re done.”

Jackson straightened and leaned forward. “Wait a second. I must have been out, because I don’t remember hearing that.”

Sam nodded. “You were out like a light.”

“So, you’re done, done. Just like that?” Jackson said, clearly flabbergasted.

“It’s not as if we would leave Polaris. We’ll probably move into training billets and continue working from there, but fieldwork is off the books.”

Jackson fidgeted in his seat. “Gord, do you feel the same way?”

“I absolutely do,” replied Cardinal firmly. “I nearly died before I ever became a father. Whatever Sam wants, so do I. I grew up without a father, and don’t want the same for our kids.”

“So that’s it. We’re finished as a team?”

“Maybe it’s for the best,” interjected Mitchell. “Nate, you’re nearly fifty-five, and your leg still needs time to heal.”

“It’s not that bad. The doc says my artificial knee will be stronger than the one I had before losing it. And besides, what has my age got to do with anything?”

“Age is everything,” said Mitchell philosophically. “Don’t you want to spend more time with Kelly and Daniel?”

“Dan moved to LA three months ago to take a position at a prestigious law firm, and Kelly gets antsy when I’m around the house too much. Hell, Ryan, you know all this, so why am I telling you?” Jackson locked eyes with his friend, his expression knowing. “But this isn’t about me; it’s about you, isn’t it?”

Mitchell leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head. “Maybe it is. Jen’s due in the next few weeks, and I don’t mind admitting that I’m starting to feel my age. Every time we go on an assignment, the chances of us not coming back grow more real. Even you have to admit that our last mission was tough.”

“I know, but this is all I have.” Jackson’s voice cracked. “You, Sam, and Gordon, we’ve been together for the past thirteen years, through the good and the bad times. I can’t imagine my life without you in it.”

“Nate, I’m not suggesting that we all go our separate ways. We’ll all still be here. Just doing different things. General O’Reilly has been angling for me to take Mike’s job. He also sees you as the new head of team training and development. That’s a job I know you’d relish, if given the chance.”

“Gord and I could come to work with you,” suggested Sam. “It could be fun. We’ll still be active and enjoying ourselves, while Ryan is chained to a desk, pushing paper and worrying about budgets.”

“I don’t know,” said Jackson. “I never thought we’d ever be having this conversation.”

“I don’t think any of us did,” said Cardinal. “But here we
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