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Sudan

January 26th, 1885

 


In the cold gray light of dawn, a lone piper walked
behind the massed ranks playing “Scotland the Brave”. Lieutenant
McRoberts drew his claymore from its sheath and looked toward the
east. A dust cloud rose from the ground, blanketing the horde of
the Mahdi’s Dervishes charging toward the British square. Some were
on foot, and some rode camels, but all had one thought in mind:
kill the unbelievers. McRoberts’ father had carried the same sword
during his thirty years in the army, from the Crimea to India and
China. Now, young Angus McRoberts held it tight in his hand. He
looked skyward and said a silent prayer to calm his shaky
nerves.

“Volley fire—at two hundred—present!” ordered
McRoberts’ company commander.

As if on parade, the soldiers of Charlie
Company of the Seaforth Highlanders brought up their rifles to
their shoulders and took aim. The ground beneath McRoberts’ feet
shook as two thousand bloodthirsty warriors closed in on the four
hundred Scotsmen waiting calmly to meet them. The front row of
soldiers knelt on the ground with the long bayonets of their rifles
forming a wall of steel, while the remainder of the men stood ready
to fire.

A sergeant with a long walrus mustache looked
over at McRoberts. “Don’t worry lad, there are not enough heathens
on God’s Earth to break a British square.”

McRoberts’ mouth was drier than the desert he
found himself in. Fear filled the young officer’s heart. Only
nineteen years old, McRoberts had never been in combat before. He
couldn’t decide what troubled his mind more: the fear of dying, the
fear of not doing the right thing, or, more importantly, the fear
of bringing shame to a family that had served the British crown for
generations.

“Fire!” cried the company commander.

With a loud crash, the soldiers of Charlie
Company calmly fired as one. Through the haze, McRoberts watched an
entire rank of warriors crumple to the ground. It wasn’t enough by
far to slow the tidal wave of dervishes growing closer by the
second. They came on, thirsty for blood. McRoberts glanced over at
the corner of the square, where a Gatling gun crewed by men from
the Naval Brigade stood waiting to fire. On command, a sailor
turned the hand crank on the back of the gun, sending a steady
stream of lead bullets into the mob of warriors.

The sound of volleys fired from all sides of
the square was deafening. Dust and smoke filled the air, making it
hard to see. McRoberts stepped back slightly from his platoon’s
rear rank, to see if he could see what was happening outside of the
square. It was no good. He could barely see fifty feet.

All of a sudden, the Gatling gun stopped
firing. A broad-shouldered Petty Officer yanked the gunner away
from the weapon and hurried to get the gun operational. Sensing
something wrong, the dervishes rushed the jammed machine gun. In
seconds, all of the sailors were hacked to death. Blood covered the
sand. The warriors let out a triumphant cheer and burst into the
square, attacking everyone in their path.

McRoberts licked his chapped lips. If the
hole wasn’t plugged right away, the square was doomed. He drew his
pistol with his left hand and flipped off the safety. “Rear rank,
number one platoon, with me!” ordered the young officer.

Sergeant Picton grabbed the soldiers closest
to him and spun them around. “You heard the officer. Follow
him!”

“For Queen and Country!” yelled McRoberts,
raising his claymore above his head and waving it around in the
air. With a cry from deep in his chest, he charged at the
dervishes. Sergeant Picton and fifteen highlanders saw their
officer bring down a dervish warrior armed with a sword and a
shield, and rushed to join him in the swirling mêlée. To those
watching the fight, it was as if McRoberts was possessed. He
slashed at the dervishes with his sword, or shot them down where
they stood. Any warrior who got within arm’s reach died. The bodies
of his dead and dying enemies carpeted the blood-soaked ground.
Step by step, McRoberts and his men pushed the white-coated
dervishes back.

“Help them!” called out the company
commander.

A handful of men waiting in reserve saw the
fight and hurried over.

The muscles in McRoberts’ sword arm burned.
Sweat ran like a river down his face onto his khaki uniform tunic.
With no more warriors in sight, he paused for a moment to catch his
breath.

Sergeant Picton stepped over the bloodied
remains of the naval gun crew, calmly removed the jammed magazine,
and inserted a new one. With a sharp tug on the hand crank, the
Gatling gun once more spewed death into the retiring dervishes.

From behind McRoberts, a man cried, “All ahu
Akbar!”

He spun around just as a man emerged out of a
dust cloud, holding a sword above his head. McRoberts turned his
body slightly to the left as the dervish warrior swung his blade
down, missing his head by mere inches. He brought up his claymore
and slashed at his opponent’s exposed midsection. The man, a
skilled fighter, saw the move coming, and blocked the strike with
his sword. With a twist of his wrist, the warrior thrust his blade
toward McRoberts’ sword arm. McRoberts grimaced in pain as the
sword cut a bloody groove through his tunic. He let go of his
claymore, turned his pistol hand, and aimed at the fighter’s
stomach. McRoberts saw his opponent’s eyes widen just before he
fired off two shots, sending the dervish warrior to his knees. The
doomed man said something McRoberts couldn’t understand, before
falling face first onto the dusty ground.

“Where the hell did he come from, sir?” asked
a soldier, thrusting his bayonet into the warrior to finish him
off.

“I have no idea,” replied McRoberts, removing
his pith helmet. He took in a couple of deep breaths to calm his
ragged breathing. McRoberts wiped away the sweat from his face with
the back of his hand, before placing his helmet back on his
head.

The soldier nudged the warrior with his foot.
“Do you think he may have been playing dead, sir? The dervishes
like to do that. I once saw one pretend to be dead. After one of
our boys rode past him, he jumped up and stabbed his horse in the
leg, bringing it and the rider down. Luckily, another bloke
happened to be nearby, and ran the bugger though with his
lance.”

McRoberts didn’t care. He was just relieved
to still be alive. He bent down and picked up the dead warrior’s
sword. It was slightly curved, with some gold inlaid on the handle.
McRoberts noticed that there was Arabic writing on the blade. He
wiped off some blood and read the inscription—Sword of the Prophet.
In this part of the world, that could mean anything, thought the
young officer. He slid the sword into his belt, intent on keeping
it as a souvenir of his first action in the army.

The battle faded away. For the loss of less
than thirty dead and wounded, the British had inflicted ten times
that number on their enemy. Free to continue their advance, the
Scots linked up with the rest of the desert column, marching south
across the searing-hot desert plain. Unfortunately, they arrived
too late to save Charles Gordon and the thousands of people trapped
in Khartoum.

McRoberts arrived home in Scotland a year
later as a captain, and as a recipient of the Victoria Cross for
his actions in the Sudan. With his father’s health failing,
McRoberts retired from the army to look after his family estate.
Until the day he died, McRoberts always thought of that brave
dervish warrior and his sword. There was something about it that
tugged at McRoberts’ mind. Handed down from generation to
generation, it became a family heirloom, until fate called for it
to come out of the shadows.
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 Dutch East Indies

March 8th, 1942

 


Time was slipping away.

Captain Julius Dorn glanced down at his watch
and swore. His shore party was almost twenty minutes overdue. The
flashes of light on the horizon, and the rumble from the guns
pounding what was left of the Dutch positions, told him the enemy
would soon be there. He looked up at the night sky and was thankful
that the moon was just a sliver, otherwise his submarine, resting
on the ink-black waters of a crescent-shaped bay, would have stood
out for all to see. He stood silently on his boat’s conning tower,
brought up his binoculars to his eyes, and scanned the jungle for
any sign of his people.

“Anything, sir?” asked Lieutenant Tripp, the
sub’s executive officer.

“Nothing,” replied Dorn glumly, lowering his
binos.

Tripp looked down at his watch. “Captain, how
much longer are we going to wait for them?”

“I’ll give them another hour. After that, I’m
afraid we’ll have to leave them behind.”

“Aye, sir.”

Dorn took in a deep breath of salty air. His
mind trailed off. It had been almost two years since the Nazis had
invaded Holland. Dorn hadn’t received a single letter from his wife
since the fateful day the Luftwaffe had bombed Rotterdam to the
ground. He never said so around his fellow officers, but in his
heart, he knew she was dead.

A bust of automatic gunfire in the darkened
forest foretold the approach of the Japanese.

“Get the sub ready to depart,” said Dorn to
his XO.

Tripp hurried below.

Dorn brought his glasses over and spotted the
muzzle flashes from several men firing their weapons in the dark.
He banged his hand hard against the steel outer casing of the
tower. Below, on the deck, the gun crew looked up at their
captain.

“Target that firing!” ordered Dorn.

“Aye, sir,” replied the gun chief.

One of the men opened the breach while his
partner rammed home a 40 mm high-explosive shell before slamming it
shut. The cannon’s gunner turned the hand cranks over as fast as he
could, until the weapon faced the jungle.

“Wait for the order to fire,” cautioned Dorn.
“We don’t want to hit any of our own people.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” replied the gun chief.

From inside the jungle, a flare shot up into
the night. Seconds later, it popped open. A bright-white light lit
up the bay. Out on the water, men packed into two rubber dinghies
rowed as fast as they could for the submarine. A squad of Japanese
soldiers ran out into the open, spotted the boats, and opened fire.
Tracers from a light machine gun flew across the water at the
dinghies, like a swarm of enraged fireflies.

“Kill those bastards!” yelled Dorn.

The deck gun roared to life. The shell struck
the sand right in front of the soldiers, killing four and sending
the rest flying off their feet.

“Hit them again!” commanded Dorn.

The instant the gun was loaded, the gun chief
fired the weapon. Flames leaped from the muzzle of the cannon, as
the shell shot toward the beach. With a thunderous boom, the
high-explosive projectile detonated.

Dorn scanned the shore. He didn’t see any
survivors and was glad they were all dead. War had turned his heart
to stone.

The dinghies were soon only a few meters from
the sub. Dorn could see several of the sailors were in a bad way.
“Hurry! Help those men onboard,” he ordered.

A petty officer threw out a rope to the
closest boat and hauled it to the side of the submarine. A couple
of sailors ran over and helped the wounded up onto the hull.

“What happened?” Dorn asked Lieutenant de
Vries, the shore party commander.

The teenage officer wiped the mud and sweat
from his face. “Sir, we were almost at the beach when we ran into a
Japanese patrol. I lost one man before we even got into our boats.
Two others are badly wounded and in urgent need of medical
attention.”

“Did you get what you were after?”

“Yes, sir,” replied de Vries, pointing to two
men in civilian clothing climbing out of the last dingy.

Dorn didn’t recognize either man. One had a
solid build with a bull neck, who Dorn took to be a soldier in
civilian clothing, while the other was a white-haired man who moved
slowly. In the man’s arms was locked box.

“Mister de Vries, get a move on, and get your
men below where they can get medical attention,” said Dorn.

“Aye, sir. What shall I do with our two
passengers?”

“For now, have them bunk in the forward
torpedo room.”

“Captain, it’s imperative that I speak with
you,” said the soldier in Dutch with an English accent.

“Make it quick,” replied Dorn, indicating to
the handholds on the side of the tower. Anxious to get away in the
dark, Dorn had no time for idle chatter. He waved at the deck gun
crew to get below.

The man climbed up and joined Dorn on the
conning tower and held out his hand in greeting. “Captain, am I
ever glad to meet you. My name is Darcy Wright, and up until a few
hours ago I was the special representative to the British
Ambassador.”

Dorn shook the man’s hand. Wright’s grip was
tight and rough. He stepped close and took in Wright’s rugged face.
The man was used to working outdoors, hardly what one would expect
to see from an office worker. “Mister Wright, what it is you wish
to talk to me about?”

“Your orders, Captain.”

“What about my orders? I was instructed to
pick you up at this location, and escort you to safety. At no time
was I ever informed that you were bringing another man with
you.”

“Captain, that man and what he’s carrying are
more important to the war effort than you, me, and all of the men
under your command. Now, I suggest we get moving as soon as
possible, there’s at least a company of Japanese soldiers combing
the jungle for us.”

Dorn’s back bristled. He disliked being told
what to do by people he didn’t know, especially while there was a
war on. “Now, just a minute, Mister Wright.”

Wright smiled and raised a hand. “Captain,
let’s not waste any more of one another’s time. I think it’s plain
to see that I’m not what I claim to be. Your government in exile
agreed to this operation, so, what I need you to do is get your
submarine ready to dive, there’s a Japanese warship on the prowl
for us.”

Dorn’s blood turned cold. “Where was this
ship last sighted?”

“It left Jakarta around the same time we did.
By now, it could be sitting outside of the bay waiting for us to
leave.”

“Bloody hell,” muttered the captain.

Another flare burst open, illuminating the
submarine.

“Time to go,” said Wright, scrambling down
the conning tower ladder into the cramped control room below the
conning tower.

“Full speed ahead!” yelled Dorn down to the
men in the control room.

The submarine’s propellers spun, churning the
water behind it as it slowly moved forward. Two mortar bombs
whistled through the air before landing harmlessly behind the boat,
sending tall plumes of water into the air.

“I need to know the depth at the mouth of the
bay!” yelled Dorn. “And be damned quick about it.”

Below, his executive officer grabbed a
nautical chart and hurried to find the recorded depth. “Five-five
meters,” shouted Lieutenant Tripp.

In his mind, Dorn calculated the height of
his submarine against the draught a Japanese cruiser would have in
the water. Two more bombs splashed down on either side of the
sub.

They’re getting too close, thought Dorn. The
land at the entrance of the bay opened up. Ahead, lay the open
water of the Indian Ocean. Silhouetted against the horizon was a
Japanese warship. Dorn recognized it as a heavy cruiser with three
turrets, each equipped with two 7.9-inch guns. He knew they had one
chance and only one chance to escape. He tapped his foot on the
metal deck, waiting until the last possible moment. One of the
cruiser’s aft turrets turned toward the sub and opened fire. The
shells landed directly in the path of the submarine. A wall of
water washed over Dorn, soaking him. Dorn dropped to one knee and
yelled to his crew, “Steer one-five degrees, and prepare for an
emergency dive!”

Tripp instantly repeated his captain’s
order.

As they sailed ever closer to the Japanese
warship, Dorn’s stomach knotted. Now, thought the captain. At the
top of his lungs, he yelled, “Emergency dive! Make our depth
five-zero meters!”

Like a runner hearing the starter’s pistol,
every crewman not on duty ran toward the aft torpedo room adding
their weight to the nose of the boat as it hurriedly submerged.
Dorn scrambled down the conning tower, sealing the outer and inner
pressure hatches as he went. By the time he reached the control
room, the sub was listing downward. Dorn’s men hung onto whatever
they could as the sub plummeted to the bottom of the bay. Every
sailor in the control room knew that if the charts were off by even
only a couple meters, their submarine would smash into the rocky
floor and be destroyed.

“Levelling out at five-zero meters,” reported
the chief of the boat, a skinny man with a droopy walrus
mustache.

“Prepare our stern torpedoes to fire,” said
Dorn, wiping the water from his face.

“Aye, sir,” replied a pimply-faced
officer.

“Captain, what are you doing?” asked
Wright.

“The only thing I can,” replied Dorn. “We
used up all of our aft torpedoes last night on a Japanese troop
convoy. So, we’re going to sail right under the middle of that
Japanese cruiser, and engage it when we’ve put a safe distance
between her and us.”

“Why didn’t we just go around her?”

The XO chuckled and patted Wright on the arm.
“Because the captain knows that the enemy cruiser’s depth charges
are on her stern. By going directly beneath her, the Japanese can’t
use their bombs to crush our hull as easily as they could an
eggshell.”

The screeching sound of the bottom of the
hull scraping over a boulder sounded like a sea-devil trying to
claw its way inside. One submariner crossed himself and mumbled a
prayer.

“Sir, we’re passing directly underneath the
cruiser,” reported the sonar operator.

The room went deadly quiet. Every crewman
turned their heads and looked upward, as if they could all somehow
see the belly of the Japanese warship above them. The sound of the
cruiser’s propellers made it seem as if mere inches separated the
two warships.

“Sir, the cruiser is beginning to move off on
a course of three-zero degrees,” said the sonar operator.

“They must have guessed what we were up to,”
said the XO.

Dorn tapped his foot on the metal floor for a
few seconds before saying, “Chief, bring us up to periscope depth.
Prepare to fire stern tubes one and two.”

“Periscope depth, aye,” replied the chief of
the boat.

“Flooding tubes one and two,” reported the
sub’s gunnery officer.

Dorn raised the periscope and swung it around
until he could see the cruiser. “Range five hundred meters, bearing
six-three.”

The gunnery officer repeated Dorn’s
directions and entered them into the ship’s targeting system. He
raised a hand. “Target acquired.”

Dorn nodded. “Fire tubes one and two.”

From the stern of the boat, two British-made
torpedoes raced toward their target.

“Hang on,” said Dorn. “This is going to be
close.”

The room turned silent, as the gunnery
officer counted down the time to impact.
“Five-four-three-two-one.”

Dorn looked through the periscope at the
Japanese ship. A tall column of water shot skyward near the stern
of the vessel, where the first torpedo struck home. The second
warhead missed its target and sailed right under the ship. A second
later, a dull thud echoed through the submarine.

A loud cheer erupted throughout the boat. The
crew had survived another day, and in the process had killed an
enemy ship.

Dorn watched for a few seconds as the stern
of the cruiser snapped off and began to sink. The rest of the
vessel, taking on thousands of liters of water per second, was
doomed. Dorn stepped away from the periscope to let Tripp take a
look.

Dorn removed his crumpled cap and ran a hand
through his greasy, black hair. “Now, since my initial orders
didn’t state where I am to take you once you were on board, could
you please let me know where we are going, Mister Wright?”

“Ceylon,” replied Wright. “And please do so
on radio silence.”

“Very well,” replied Dorn. “Officer of the
watch, plot a course for Ceylon.”

“Aye, sir,” said a young man with stringy
blond hair.

“You and your men are to be congratulated for
such fine seamanship,” said Wright to Dorn. “However, I suspect
that I’m probably in the way here, so, I’ll be in the aft torpedo
room, should you need me.”

Dorn shook his head, as Wright left the
cramped control room.

“Who the hell does that Englishman think he
is?” asked Tripp.

“He claims to be a humble British government
official,” replied Dorn.

“Do you believe him?”

Dorn canted his head. “Do you?”

The XO shrugged.

Dorn patted his colleague on the shoulder.
“XO, pass the word that Mister Wright and his elder associate are
to be left alone for the duration of the journey. No one is to talk
to them without my permission. Let’s treat them as they wish, as a
pair of ghosts.”
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 Eastern Mauritania,

Present Day

 


Like a hawk chasing its prey over the top of a rocky
hill, a ghost-gray drone flew toward a long line of railroad track
that stretched to the horizon. The ground beneath the UAV was an
ocean of yellow sand and rocks. In the distance, the sun slowly
dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with a pinkish hue. The
drone banked over, climbing higher in the sky.

“Got it,” announced Nate Jackson.

Ryan Mitchell and Samantha Chen looked over
Jackson’s shoulder at the image on a 1950s-era passenger train on
his laptop screen.

“That’s got to be her,” said Mitchell. All
three wore desert-camouflage uniforms, with tactical vests on their
chests. As usual, there were no name tags or other identifying
patches on their fatigues.

“How can you be sure this is the one?” asked
Sam. “We’ve already seen two other trains today.”

Mitchell pointed at the screen. “Right behind
the engine there are two flat cars packed with supplies, and then
three passenger carriages. The first carriage will have a handful
of guards in it, as will the last car. The people we’re after are
in the middle carriage. It’s just as our informant said it would
be.”

“I agree,” said Jackson.

“If you’re both in agreement, I say we go
now,” said Sam, slamming home a thirty-round magazine into her M4
carbine.

Mitchell tapped Jackson on the back. “Bring
the drone home and get ready to move.”

“Will do,” replied his friend.

Mitchell keyed his Motorola. “Gordon, are you
and Yuri ready to deploy?”

“Give us the word,” replied Gordon
Cardinal.

“The word is given. Get airborne and stand by
to help with the extraction on order.”

“We’re on our way.”

Mitchell changed the frequency. “Mohamed, are
in you in position?”

“We’re ready to go when you are,” replied
Mohamed.

“Wait until we reach the train before
starting your attack.”

“Roger that.”

“Good luck, Mohamed.”

“And you too, Ryan. May Allah watch over
us.”

Mitchell ended the call and watched as
Jackson brought the drone down to land.

“Was that Mohamed on the radio?” asked
Jackson.

“Yes,” replied Mitchell.

Jackson bent down to pick up the portable
drone. “What do you think his chances are?”

“If he and his ragtag group of anti-slavery
rebels were going up against Mauritanian Army regulars, I wouldn’t
give them one chance in ten. But since the opposition here is
nothing more than a bunch of overpaid security guards, I’d say his
odds were pretty good.”

“I guess we’ll find out in the next few
minutes, won’t we?”

“You’re still leery of them, aren’t you?”

“Ryan, I just don’t like things—like Mohamed
and his people—being tagged on to our operation at the last minute.
You and I both know, the simpler the plan, the greater chance of
success.”

Mitchell knew his friend was right. “General
O’Reilly thought it was a good idea, so it’s not like I had a lot
of wiggle room on the subject.”

“I hope he’s right.”

Mitchell smiled. “Come on, Nate, let’s get to
work.”

“After you,” replied Jackson with a bow.

Mitchell checked that his M4 Carbine was on
safe before climbing into the passenger-side door of their roofless
Land Rover. Sam hopped in the back and took up position behind a
7.62mm GPMG mounted on the roll bar. Jackson stowed his UAV in the
back and slid into the driver’s seat. He started the Rover and
placed it in drive. With a roar from the vehicle’s mighty engine,
the Rover sped off into the dusk.

A minute later, they sped around a
rock-strewn hill, and stopped. In the distance was the train.

“In for a penny, in for a pound,” said
Jackson, revving the Rover’s motor.

Mitchell nodded. “Okay, let’s do this.”

Jackson placed his foot on the accelerator.
Like a lion hunting its quarry, the Rover leaped forward and
charged after the train.

With only the three of them spearheading this
attack, Mitchell was counting on the element of surprise to help
them get the job done. As they closed in on the train, the first
hint of opposition appeared. On top of the middle carriage sat two
armed guards, smoking cigarettes, with their rifles lying beside
them.

Mitchell looked back at Sam. “Clear them off
the roof.”

Sam cocked the GPMG and brought it up to her
shoulder. She took aim and fired off a burst of automatic gunfire.
The two men saw the tracers fly over their heads and decided that
discretion was the better part of valor. Without bothering to pick
up their rifles, they leaped over the other side of the train.

One of the restraints placed on Mitchell’s
people by those financing the rescue operation was that casualties
were to be kept to a minimum. By firing over their heads, Sam had
accomplished what she had to with no loss of life.

Mitchell winked at Sam and gave her a
thumbs-up.

“Get ready,” announced Jackson as the Rover
closed with the train’s engine.

Mitchell glanced up at Sam, and pointed at
the front of the engine. A second later, a long burst of fire
struck the rust-covered engine, tearing holes through its outer
casing and making it look like Swiss cheese.

Jackson let his foot off the accelerator and
brought the Rover in line with the train’s two stunned engineers.
Right away, Mitchell held up a sign in French telling them to stop
the train. The two men didn’t have to be told twice. An elderly man
with white hair grabbed hold of the emergency brake and yanked it
back, hard. The engine’s wheels locked up and sparks flew from the
undercarriage as it came to a screeching halt.

Jackson slowed his Rover as well. He dropped
off Mitchell at the front carriage, and then Sam at the back. As
soon as the train halted, he parked the Rover, grabbed his shotgun,
and jumped from the vehicle, ready to engage anyone coming off the
train.

 


Sam braced herself. As soon as the Rover
closed with the front of the carriage, she reached over, grabbed
hold of the railing, and hauled herself over onto the train.

Jackson waved goodbye and moved off.

She undid a pouch on her vest and pulled out
a tear gas grenade. She pulled the pin, opened the door to the
carriage, and tossed it inside. As fast as she could, Sam grabbed a
riot grenade packed with fifteen hard rubber balls, yanked the
safety pin away, and threw it as far as she could inside the
gas-filled car. A couple of seconds later, the grenade went off.
Anyone still on their feet was brought down by one of the flying
balls as they flew through the air and ricocheted off the
walls.

With the rear carriage dealt with she spun
about, removed her carbine from her back, flipped the safety off,
and jogged over to the middle car. She climbed up and peered
through a window on the back door, and saw a terrified-looking
guard nervously glancing all around him. He had an Uzi submachine
gun clenched tightly in his hands.

Sam keyed her throat-mic. “I’m in location
and I can only see one guard.”

“Roger that,” replied Jackson. “Ryan, are you
in place yet?”

“Affirmative,” replied Mitchell. Like Sam,
his job had been to neutralize a carriage—the forward one—which he
had done without incident.

Jackson pressed a button on his throat-mic.
“Yuri, you can begin your descent now.”

“Da, we’re on our way,” replied the
Russian black marketer.

“Do your stuff,” said Jackson to his friends,
as he fired on a disoriented guard staggering off the back of Sam’s
carriage. Unlike a normal shotgun, Jackson’s weapon fired mini
Taser shells. On impact, a five-hundred-volt burst of electricity
instantly incapacitated anyone unlucky enough to be shot. Most of
the guards who saw Jackson standing there dropped their guns and
ran back down the track, rather than risk being hit.

 


Mitchell slid a respirator over his head, popped
open the door at the front of the train car, and hurled a tear gas
grenade inside the carriage. He waited a few seconds before yanking
the door opened and rushing inside. A guard, blinded by the gas
stumbled into Mitchell. He brought up his carbine and smashed it
down hard on the side of the guard’s skull, knocking him out cold.
All around him, men and women coughed and rubbed their red
eyes.

“Open the windows!” shouted Sam in
French.

People staggered over to yank down the
windows to clear the carriage of the irritating gas.

Sam appeared out of the mist.

“Clear?” asked Mitchell.

“Clear,” replied Sam. “My man fled outside
and jumped the second I opened the back door. I think he made it
five meters before Nate dropped him.”

“Good, keep guard.” Mitchell looked around
the crowded carriage. “Mister Timbo, are you here?” Mitchell called
out in French.

A man wearing rags, with a thick,
salt-and-pepper beard, walked toward Mitchell, holding a piece of
his shirt over his mouth.

“I am Timbo,” said the man between coughs.
Mitchell instantly recognized the man as one of Mauritania’s most
outspoken critics of its ongoing use of slavery. With estimates as
high as one hundred thousand or more slaves, Timbo’s crusade to end
slavery had become a lightning rod for both sides.

“Sorry about the gas, sir,” said Mitchell,
switching back to English. “But it was the only way to incapacitate
the guards.

The gas in the carriage began to
dissipate.

“I understand,” said Timbo. “Who are
you?”

“We’re friends who have been hired to rescue
you,” replied Mitchell.

“I won’t leave without all of my people,”
said Timbo firmly.

“We wouldn’t think of leaving anyone behind.
Please get them on their feet and line them up behind you.”

Timbo nodded and passed on Mitchell’s
directions in Arabic.

“Nate, we’re good to go,” reported
Mitchell.

“Roger, Yuri’s almost here,” said Jackson.
“But we’ve got a really big problem out here.”

“What’s that?”

“We’re in the middle of an anti-tank
minefield that’s not on the map.”

Mitchell rushed to the front door and stepped
outside. He spotted Jackson pointing at a row of markers staked
into the ground. On each was a skull and crossbones, the
international symbol for mines.

“We’re damned lucky I never triggered one of
the mines,” said Jackson. “Must be a leftover from one of
Mauritania’s internal wars.”

“I guess we’ll have to go to Plan B,” said
Mitchell, pulling off his gas mask and throwing it away.

“What Plan B?” asked Jackson, as he walked
toward the train. “We don’t have a Plan B.”

“We do now,” said Mitchell, looking up at the
roof of the first carriage.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Can you think of a better option?”

Jackson rushed to pass on the new plan to
Yuri, before he tried landing next to the train as originally
planned.

The sound of helicopter blades cutting
through the air announced Yuri’s arrival. Both men looked up as a
dual-engine Chinook helicopter dropped from the sky. With its cargo
ramp already lowered, Yuri brought the chopper over the top of the
first carriage, and maneuvered over until the ramp rested on the
roof of the car.

“Let’s go!” yelled Mitchell, trying to be
heard over the deafening sound of the helicopter’s engines.

Jackson led the way up onto the roof of the
carriage, and helped guide each person into the back of the waiting
chopper. Cardinal, waiting inside the helicopter, steered the
teary-eyed people to the mesh seats running down either side of the
interior.

“After you,” said Mitchell to Sam.

Sam smiled and climbed up the side of the
carriage, followed closely by Mitchell. They rushed onto the cargo
ramp and took one last look around to make sure no one had been
left behind.

Cardinal smiled at Sam as he took a seat
behind a minigun mounted on the ramp.

Mitchell patted Cardinal on the shoulder.
“Tell Yuri it’s time to leave.”

Cardinal keyed his mic. “We’ve got everyone.
It’s time to go.”

The chopper’s engines revved louder as Yuri
applied more power. The helicopter lifted off the top of the
carriage and slowly climbed up into the night sky.

Sam picked up her med bag and circulated
among the two dozen freed slaves, giving them water to help wash
the chemicals from their puffy red eyes.

On the ground below them, some of the guards
discovered Jackson’s abandoned Rover. One man jumped up and grabbed
hold of the GPMG, aimed it at the helicopter, and pulled the
trigger. Instead of firing the gun, the guard triggered a booby
trap. In a flash of brilliant light, the vehicle exploded in a
fireball, taking three men with it.

“Time for one last thing,” Mitchell said to
Jackson. Both men walked to the front of the chopper and took
station behind the machine guns on either side of the chopper’s
fuselage.

Mitchell picked up a headset from the wall
and pressed the speak switch. “Yuri, are you in contact with
Mohamed?”

“Da, his people are pinned in a gully
just outside of the mine,” reported Yuri.

“Okay, fly us over top of Mohamed’s people,
and then the mine.”

“Will do.”

The chopper banked over slightly, as Yuri
flew toward the fighting.

Mitchell looked out his open window and
spotted tracer rounds flying from a bunker at Mohamed’s men trapped
in the gully. He placed his machine gun’s sights on the bunker and
let rip. On the other side of the helicopter, Jackson engaged
another target. As powerful as their fire was, it in no way matched
Cardinal’s minigun. Firing over four thousand rounds a minute, it
was like a streak of lightning coming from the back of the Chinook
as Cardinal tore two guard towers, several trucks, and the front
gate to the slave mine to shreds.

“Thank you,” said Mohamed in Mitchell’s
headset. “May Allah always look over you.”

“Make sure you hit them hard, and then
disperse into the desert before the mine’s owners and the
government can react,” replied Mitchell.

A burst of tracers reached up from below,
missing the front of the helicopter by mere meters. Yuri banked the
chopper over hard and steered toward the border with Mali, where a
team of people was waiting to look after Mister Timbo and the freed
slaves.

Mitchell placed his weapon on safe and walked
over to Jackson’s side.

“I thought the boss told us to only use
non-lethal means to free the slaves,” said Jackson.

“And we did,” replied Mitchell. “Those
conditions ended the second we had Mister Timbo in our care.
Besides, Mohamed needed a little air support to get the job
done.”

Jackson shook his head and chuckled. “So,
what are you going to tell Jen about tonight’s activities?”

“The truth. Unlike your much-better-half,
mine reads the daily situation reports, and you just know that this
incident will be front and center of tomorrow’s report.”

Jackson patted his friend on the back. “I’m
telling my wife we went fishing for a few days and leaving it at
that. I love her with all my heart, but recently she’s been giving
me the gears about retiring from the job before something bad
happens to me.”

Mitchell creased his brow. “And what do you
think of her suggestion?”

“I’m torn. I love her, but I can’t in good
conscience let you go traipsing all around the world without some
adult supervision. You’d be dead in a week. I’ll take her on a
cruise, and by the time we get back, she’ll have forgotten the
whole thing.”

“Nate, you forget, I’ve met Kelly. You’ll be
lucky if it doesn’t cost you a couple of vacations and some really
nice jewelry to get her to let this slide for a while. She’s
tenacious.”

“That she is.”

Mitchell chuckled, but deep down, he knew his
friend was telling the truth. He needed Jackson at his side to be
his conscience. They were a pair who would lay down their lives for
the other without batting an eye. All of Mitchell’s people were
close to him. It was like having a tight-knit second family, one
that any of them could never let down.
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Mitchell drove his brand-new Jeep Grand Cherokee
down the winding road toward Polaris’ main headquarters building.
It had been two months since their mission in Africa, and it was
time for everyone to get back to work. Jen, growing restless on
maternity leave, had insisted on coming to work this morning.
Mitchell chuckled when he spotted the same family of deer that
somehow managed to gain access to the guarded facility nibbling on
the newly-cut grass.

“Look, Sarah, there are some deer,” said Jen
to their six-month-old daughter, buckled in her car seat.

Mitchell smiled. He’d been positive he’d hit
the jackpot when Jen agreed to marry him. But now, their lives had
become even more complete with the arrival of their daughter, Sarah
Elizabeth Mitchell. He parked in his usual spot, got out of the
SUV, and opened the door so Jen could unbuckle Sarah’s car seat and
transfer it over to her collapsible stroller. Mitchell looked over
at the visitors’ parking spots and let out a whistle at a
sleek-looking, gloss-black Vision Mercedes-Maybach Cabriolet 6.

“No, you can’t have one,” said Jen.

“We couldn’t afford one,” replied
Mitchell.

“Good morning,” said a security guard in
greeting, as they entered the building.

Mitchell unholstered his pistol and slid it
through the scanner, while Jen took Sarah in her arms and walked
through a metal detector. It was a drill they’d done hundreds of
times. Only this time, it was Sarah’s first visit to the
complex.

“Thank you,” said the guard, handing Mitchell
back his pistol.

“Thanks, Tom,” replied Mitchell. “How’s the
new leg treating you?”

“Much better now that the new prosthetic has
arrived. Thanks for asking.” He grinned and made a silly face at
Sarah, who stared at him, wide-eyed. “You have a beautiful child,
ma’am,” said Tom, with a big smile.

“Thanks,” replied Jen, as she made Sarah
comfortable in her stroller.

“Say, Tom, do you know who owns that
sweet-looking Mercedes out front?” asked Mitchell.

“I believe it belongs to a potential new
client,” replied Tom. “If you think the car is nice, wait until you
meet its owner.”

“There you are,” said Jackson, his voice
booming down the corridor. “And I see you’ve brought my favorite
little girl with you.”

“She insisted on seeing her Uncle Nate,”
replied Jen.

“It’s good to see the two of you.”

“I was going stir-crazy at home,” said Jen.
“Don’t get me wrong. I love being a mom, but I also need to
challenge myself from time to time. So, I thought it was high time
I brought Sarah around so people can see her, and I could check out
the newly opened daycare facility.”

Jackson bent over the stroller and made a
funny face. Sarah’s dark-brown eyes lit up as she giggled.

“Thank God she has her mother’s good looks,”
joked Jackson.

“I can’t argue with that,” agreed
Mitchell.

“Ryan, the boss asked me to track you down
right away and bring you up to his office,” said Jackson. “He’s got
a prospective client with him, and he’d like us to meet her.”

“If you’re both leaving me, I think I’ll pop
downstairs and take Fahimah for a coffee in the staff canteen,”
said Jen.

“Sounds good,” said Mitchell, leaning over to
give his wife a kiss on the cheek. “This shouldn’t take long. We
can take a look at the daycare services together, once Nate and I
are done with the general.”

“Come on, Romeo,” Jackson teased, taking
Mitchell by the arm.

They took the stairs to the next floor and
walked into General Jack O’Reilly’s office. Louise Torrez, the
general’s new personal assistant, sat behind her desk. She was a
Hispanic woman in her late thirties and dressed in a dark blue
outfit.

“General, Mister Mitchell and Mister Jackson
are here to see you,” announced Louise.

“Send them in,” said O’Reilly.

Mitchell went first. Right away, he was
struck by the stunning beauty of the woman in O’Reilly’s office.
She wasn’t overly tall, and looked to be about thirty years old.
She had a taut body, and blonde hair that was curled up in a bun on
the back of her head. The woman had a slender, beautiful face with
piercing blue eyes. She wore a light gray business suit with a
white shirt that was open at the neck, and very chic Italian
leather shoes on her feet. Mitchell immediately felt underdressed
in his tan slacks and blue Polo shirt.

“Gents, let me introduce you to Dawn,” said
O’Reilly.

Mitchell held out his hand and looked deep
into Dawn’s eyes. He could see she was sizing him up as well. “Good
Morning, Miss—?”

The woman smiled. “Dawn. That’s all there is
to my name.”

“Well, I’m Ryan Mitchell, and my colleague
here is Nathaniel Jackson, but he prefers to be called Nate,” said
Mitchell. He noted a slight hint of a French accent in Dawn’s
voice.

Dawn shook both men’s hands.

“Let’s take a seat,” said O’Reilly.

Once everyone was seated around the
polished-oak coffee table in O’Reilly’s office, Louise brought in a
silver serving tray, with four cups and a carafe of coffee on
it.

Mitchell stood, took the tray from Louise,
and sat it down on the table. He smiled at the woman. “Thanks,
you’re a lifesaver. I’m dying for a fresh cup of coffee.”

“Do you need anything else, sir?” Louise
asked the general.

“No, thank you. This will be all for now,” he
replied.

Louise nodded, and closed the door behind
her.

O’Reilly reached over and poured the coffee.
“Gents, Dawn has a business proposition that could be quite
lucrative for the company, if we were to accept the
assignment.”

“I’m all ears,” said Mitchell.

“I’m open to being paid a nice, fat bonus,”
added Jackson.

Dawn placed her cup down and looked at the
two retired Army Rangers. “Gentlemen, to be succinct, my employer,
Grace Maxwell, has gone missing, and as per her instructions, she
wants you to find her.”

“Come again? Grace…?” said Mitchell, a sudden
knot forming in his gut.

“Each one of Ms. Maxwell’s employees must
fill out certain personal documents, one of which contains
instructions on what should or should not happen if they were ever
to go missing during the application of their duties. Ms. Maxwell’s
made it quite clear that you, Mister Mitchell, and whomever you
deem necessary, are to find and bring her home, dead or alive.”

“How do you know that she’s gone missing?”
asked Jackson. “Perhaps she just wanted a long vacation?”

Dawn shook her head. “I’m Ms. Maxwell’s
operations advisor, and I can assure you that she has disappeared
off the face of the Earth while on assignment.”

Mitchell leaned forward. “What was Grace
doing when she vanished?”

“That’s the problem. I don’t really
know.”

“So, you’re telling us that you have
absolutely no idea what she was doing when she went missing?” asked
Jackson in disbelief.

“That’s correct,” replied Dawn. “She took on
this assignment without discussing the particulars with me. It’s
not the first time she’s done this, but it’s the first time she’s
gone more than three weeks without communicating her whereabouts to
me. I fear she may have met with foul play.”

“Dawn, I don’t want to be blunt, but this is
an impossible request,” said Mitchell. “If we don’t know what she
was up to, how can we hope to find her?”

Dawn reached into a pocket, and handed
Mitchell a business card. “I found this on her desk.”

Mitchell read it. “Monsieur Jean Chevalier,
avocat. So, he’s a lawyer who has an office in Monte Carlo, and
this is all you have for us to go on?”

“That is correct.”

“Have you tried calling this lawyer?” asked
Jackson.

“Dozens of times, but he has yet to return
any of my calls.”

“You know, this could be a fake business
card,” said Mitchell, handing it over to Jackson.

“Mister Michell, I wouldn’t have come here if
Monsieur Chevalier wasn’t a real person,” replied Dawn. “I had one
of our people in France check him out. He lives and works in
Monaco, but holds a French passport. His specialty is corporate
law.”

“So why didn’t he ever return your calls?”
asked O’Reilly.

Dawn shrugged. “I wish I knew.”

“This isn’t much to go on,” said
Mitchell.

“It’s less than wafer thin,” added
Jackson.

“I’m sorry, but it’s all I have,” responded
Dawn. Mitchell could hear a note of desperation seeping into the
woman’s voice.

Mitchell looked over at his boss. “General,
what do you think? Should we pay Monsieur Chevalier a house call,
and see what he knows about Grace’s disappearance?”

Dawn jumped in. “Gentlemen, before you make
up your minds, please be aware that the reward for finding and
returning Ms. Maxwell dead or alive to me is ten million dollars.
All of your business expenses will naturally be covered by our firm
as well. You shouldn’t have to pay for a thing out of your own
pockets.”

“Ten million is a lot of dough,” said
Jackson.

“It is. However, I share Ryan’s concerns,”
said O’Reilly. “Before we go too far down the rabbit hole on this
assignment, I think it would be wise to investigate any connection
Ms. Maxwell may have had with this lawyer. If there’s none, then
the mission is effectively over. Dawn, until I agree that my people
will take on this assignment full-time, all you need do is cover
their initial travel expenses.”

“Money is not a problem, General,” replied
Dawn, handing the general two gold-plated credit cards, along with
a couple of her personal business cards.

O’Reilly raised an eyebrow at Mitchell and
Jackson’s names already stamped on the credit cards. “Dawn, if my
people discover something tangible which could lead them to Ms.
Maxwell, then, and only then, will I have a legally binding
contract between ourselves drawn up.”

“Thank you, sir. Oh, one last thing before I
forget. Mister Yuri Uvarov, one of your shadier business
associates, was with Ms. Maxwell when she went missing.”

Mitchell shook his head. “I knew he’d worked
with her from time to time in the past. However, I wasn’t aware
that he’d taken on another assignment with her.”

“Have you heard from Yuri recently?” asked
O’Reilly.

Mitchell shook his head and reached for his
phone. He tried three numbers before putting his phone away.

“Anything?” asked Jackson.

“Nothing,” replied Mitchell. “He usually
answers one of his phones when I call. I don’t like this.”

Dawn checked her watch and stood. “Gentlemen,
I must go. General O’Reilly, I look forward to hearing from you in
the very near future.”

“You do realize that you’re not being very
inconspicuous with that car of yours,” said Mitchell.

“That’s the reason I must be leaving,”
responded Dawn. “I have to return it before the man who owns it
notices that it’s missing and calls the police.” With that, she
smiled and let herself out of the room.

“Where on earth does Grace find her people?”
mused Jackson.

“I have no idea, but she sure does know how
to pick them,” said Mitchell.

“General, I have an idea that might help
speed things along,” said Jackson.

“Oh, this ought to be good,” joked
Mitchell.

“No, no, this is a good one. Why don’t we use
Jen and Fahimah to look into Yuri’s activities before he went
missing with Grace?” suggested Jackson. “He might help lead us to
her.”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” said
O’Reilly. He looked at Mitchell. “Do you think Jen would mind
coming in for a few days?”

“Are you kidding me?” said Mitchell. “She’d
love the distraction. Sam and Gordon are still off for a few more
days. I don’t see the point of calling them in until we have
something to go on.”

O’Reilly raised a hand. “Actually, Sam and
Gordon are doing me a small favor right now. I didn’t call you to
let you know what was going on, as it only came up late last night
and I knew you’d be in this morning.”

Mitchell raised an eyebrow. “Nothing
dangerous, I hope?”

“Far from it. A friend of mine from Russia
called me up and asked if I could have someone hand-deliver a
package to his elderly great-aunt. The parcel is already here in
New York and is waiting for someone to pick it up. I think it’s a
family heirloom. My friend hasn’t spoken with his great-aunt in
years, and isn’t sure of her current mental health. So, we both
thought it better if some of my people took the time to pay her a
visit. Since she lives in New York, I thought Sam and Gordon could
do the honor before reporting for duty.”

“I like that,” said Jackson. “It’s far
classier for someone to hand you something as precious as a family
heirloom, than it is to receive it in the mail from a
stranger.”

Mitchell sat back in his chair. “Sounds,
good, sir.”

“Okay, then, it’s agreed,” said O’Reilly.
“Gentlemen, please make your travel arrangements and head over to
Monaco as soon as you can. I have a feeling that this may be a
fool’s errand, but you never know what might turn up.”

“One thing is for sure, we can’t walk around
Monte Carlo looking like a pair of escapees from the local golf
course,” said Mitchell.

“What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?”
asked Jackson, tugging at his overly large, short-sleeved
shirt.

“Ryan’s right,” said O’Reilly handing over
Dawn’s credit and business cards. “Do some shopping this afternoon
at her expense, and try to look like you both have money.”

“Nate, I’ve seen your taste in suits, so
you’d better let your better half choose your clothes this time,”
joked Mitchell.

“What’s wrong with a light-blue suit?”
replied Jackson.

“Gents, I think we’re done here,” said
O’Reilly. “Mike Donaldson and I have to go over next year’s
operating budget. You’re both more than welcome to sit down and
crunch figures with us, if you like.”

Mitchell knew that was their cue to leave.
“Sounds like tons of fun, but I think Nate and I should make those
travel arrangements.”

O’Reilly’s expression turned serious.
“Gentlemen, as far as I’m concerned, our slate with
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