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The 130J Super Hercules was slowing. 

Maric felt the flaps dig into the air rushing over the wings, and the floor of the cargo bay lift under his feet. The air freighter had a 150 kph drop speed, and it was settling toward that now. He checked the load in the cargo bay one more time until he was satisfied with the fastenings. The Zodiac would be going out first, and he and his team would follow on a return pass.

The Super Hercules normally had two pilots and a load master, but Maric had taken over as load master for this flight. It was his team, his people, and nothing was going to go wrong while he was in charge.

The 130Js had just replaced the old Hercules workhorses for the New Zealand government. On paper this was a ‘shake down’ flight, but in practice it was a Grey Ops mission. Maric’s boss Cal had set it up that way. 

The flight north had been more comfortable than most Grey Ops flights Maric had been on. That wasn’t surprising when everything about the aircraft was new. Maric checked the time, and nodded to himself. He and his team would soon be exiting the aircraft, and entering the uncertain world of the elements. It would be goodbye to the comfortable interior of the plane then.

The drop zone was coming up fast, and Maric ran a quick check around his men. When he got a universal thumbs up, he lowered the huge loading door at the back of the air freighter. The turbulence around the opening wasn’t a problem, but the door opened onto total darkness. Maric liked to see where he was going – it gave his people more control in precision operations – but the night-time drop couldn’t be avoided.

Five hundred feet below the 130J, the Tasman Sea whipped by at 150 kph. It was two hours until dawn, and the aircraft was off the coast of Eastern Australia, half way up the imposing landmass and well out to sea. It was also twelve klicks off the port bow of the target vessel, and some distance ahead. It wasn’t an ideal starting position, but it would make them downwind on the approach. Noise had to be kept to a minimum.

Maric nodded to the man standing opposite, and they released the straps on the load. It slid quickly toward the open door, rolling effortlessly on the rollers built into the fuselage. A moment later he saw it deploy. Stubby wings inflated under air pressure, and blossomed on either side. A high tail like a kite surfer’s parachute caught the wind. Then it was gone.

Part of Maric’s Grey Ops work was testing prototypes in the field. The strange material fitted around the Zodiac had self-inflated into a rough but serviceable glider. It would land safely on the ocean below them, and the salt water would activate the onboard electronics. The outboard, and the fuel for the mission, were stored in the middle of the inflatable. 

The business names in Cal’s Grey Ops network were all state of the art operations, and they all backed Cal’s teams of elite force personnel that kept goods moving around the world. Cal’s logo, “we keep trade routes open” was highly respected by all the companies invited to join his organisation. 

Cal’s teams did the much needed work governments couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do for political reasons. Much of it involved taking out the terrorist groups that disrupted the safe movement of goods and people.

The 130L leaned to one side as it came around. It also started to climb. When it was approaching the Zodiac, resting on the sea swells below, Maric took a reading from the edge of the open door.

“Zodiac’s down, and lit up,” he said, going to helmet mike. “Get yourselves ready . . . and . . . three, two, one, go, go, go!”

Bodies hurtled passed him, leaping at the last second and disappearing into the darkness, already spread-eagled. Maric followed them at a more leisurely pace. If anything went wrong at the landing site, a little following distance would give him time to sort it out.

The Zodiac came up fast from twelve hundred feet, but the fairy lights twinkling around its edges gave his people a good idea of distance and position. The prevailing wind was pushing the team off course, and Maric saw them correct, one after the other. Davies was last down.

Maric flared and hit the water. Then he was inflating his vest for the buoyancy he needed to overcome his heavy field kit, and detaching his chute. He swam over and joined the others, clustered around the Zodiac.

“What the hell was that, Davies?” he said, as the team worked to cut away the glider material from the Zodiac. “I said flare late, not half bloody way down!”

Maric heard a few sniggers around him on the open channel. His men liked it when someone got a barracking – as long as it wasn’t them.

“Sorry, Boss,” said Davies, “chute turbulence.”

The deflected passage of air from a chute ahead was always a danger. Davies must have hit one and dropped, then flared to correct. He had been fractionally early on his landing, but at this level there were no excuses, only reprimands.

The outboard was attended to next, and a quick survey showed it had suffered no damage. The Zodiac was moving within four minutes, and Maric ticked that off on his mental check list. They were underway within an acceptable time frame.

The container ship was steaming toward the Malacca Straits, off Singapore, at a speed of around 45 kph, and Maric had downloaded its last coordinates just before he left the 130J. The Zodiac was angling across to meet the ship at nearly twice that speed, and he figured they would make contact in fourteen minutes. The conditions were fair, with little chop but long rolling swells. They suited the inflatable.

Baldwin was his number two on this op. Maric had rescued the disgraced English paratrooper from a mercenary role during the take down of a warlord accused of crimes during the Balkan wars. It had been a successful op in the lawless north of Kosovo. 

Maric would have preferred an old friend from the NZ SAS as his second, but Mosha was leading another grey Op mission for Cal at the moment. Baldwin had shown his gratitude with a reformed attitude and a serious approach to discipline, and he had the age and experience to lead. He would be an acceptable number two for what lay ahead.

Maric’s specialists were Davies, tactical and heavy weapons, and Anderson, sniper and electronics. He had taken on Novak, a Croatian soldier who hadn’t passed the Croatian elite forces entrance test, after an earlier mission. Novak was now a paramedic. Maric had also been assigned a new recruit, Jefferson, for a field trial. 

Then his helmet mike came to life.

“Contact one o’clock,” said Novak quietly. He was one of two lookouts Maric had placed in the bow of the Zodiac. The tall man looked slightly to the right of the direction they were heading, and picked up a line of white foam. It gave away the container ship’s position in the darkness.

“Drop behind her,” said Maric, and felt the Zodiac lean to starboard as it changed direction. He studied the ship’s running lights. The red port light and white masthead showed up clearly, but what concerned him was the floodlights forward of the bridge.

Anderson made some adjustments that baffled the outboard, and the Zodiac slowed as it crept closer. It was almost noiseless now. Maric whispered commands as his men assembled grappling lines. When the Zodiac was close enough, he chose a number of spots around the outside of the ship with care. One by one his men disappeared up into the darkness.

Maric was the last to leave, and the retractable line lifted him toward the stern as Novak steered the inflatable away into the night. When Maric had an all clear from the rest of his team he whispered a terse ‘go’ command. Five camouflaged shapes slid over the railing at different points around the ship, and placed noiseless feet on the deck.

Forming two groups, they converged on the towering bridge superstructure from either side. Leaving a sentry at each entrance point, the remaining three converged on the stairwell that led to the bridge. Five stories later they faced a reinforced door governed by a complex electronic system. It was a standard anti-pirate precaution these days.

“Over to you, Sparks,” whispered Maric, and Anderson moved in to override the door’s security. He already had the specs for the system, and two minutes later the door opened silently. There was a brief anteroom, and then Maric and Baldwin strode onto the bridge. Anderson stayed behind as backup – and deterrent to any interruptions.

A burst of Chinese met their sudden appearance on the bridge. Baldwin replied in the same language, requesting English. The vessel was the CSCL Ocean King, registered in Hong Kong, and English was a strong second language there.

“Who the hell are you?” bellowed the captain, in English.

“Security detail,” said Maric, “acting under the powers declared by the 2005 SUA Convention for Maritime Safety. You have a container on board suspected of concealing advanced weapons, or parts of weapons, that are likely to be sold to terrorist organisations or United Nations defined terrorist regimes.”

His body language was conciliatory, his carbine pointed at the floor by his side. He didn’t want to create problems for the captain.

“We need a look in that container, Captain,” he continued, “and then we’ll be on our way. We’ll seal the container behind us. No one will know we were here.”

The captain paused. If Maric was telling the truth, he could get away without an incident report, and there would be no insurance claims to fill out. Then there was the number one rule on board ship – it was always wise to agree with a heavily armed boarding party.

Baldwin was to Maric’s left, and the second officer and navigator were in his half of the bridge. Maric had the right half, with the captain in it. It was SOP, standard operating procedure. When the navigator made a sudden move toward the panel in front of him, Baldwin’s carbine snapped up and a bullet slammed into the chamber as he readied the weapon. His body language had changed dramatically. Now he was like an attack dog, straining at the leash.

The metallic sound of the carbine cut through whatever thoughts the navigator was having, and the man slowly raised his hands.

“I think we all need to stand by the wall over there,” said Maric, pointing to a bare section of the bridge, “where we can’t get into trouble. Cover me, number two.”

The bridge crew shuffled uneasily over into the new position, while Baldwin kept his carbine steady on the assembling group. Maric patted the men down, and indicated they could sit in the chairs to one side. When they were seated, he resumed the conversation.

“I’m looking for information, Captain,” he said, “that’s all. I’m sure we can work something out.”

“But you won’t give me your name, rank, or military unit,” said the captain. Maric understood. Piracy was a captain’s worst fear on the high seas today, especially with the Malacca Straits ahead.

“The organisation I work for keeps trade routes open,” he said, “so you and I would seem to have the same objective.”

“I think I know what you mean,” said the captain, hesitantly, “I have heard of an organisation that ‘keeps trade routes open’.”

A smile spread across Maric’s face. 

“Good,” he said. “That simplifies things. And you keep all knowledge of that organisation to yourself, understand?”

The captain looked at the other members of his bridge crew, and nodded again. The rest of the crew looked mystified.

“If you could confine your people to their sleeping quarters for a while,” said Maric briskly, “my team will look at the container. It’s this one.” Then he took a pen and some paper off one of the work stations, and wrote down some figures from memory. They were:

AMLS 021163[7]

22G1

Australian Mining Lines was shipping ‘special’ equipment in a normal-sized container with number 021163 and check value [7]. Maric doubted Australian Mining Lines knew anything about the contents. Cal had received a tip-off from a division of Heckler & Koch about illegal weapons, and this container was part of his investigation. 

Industrial espionage was alive and well, and it served two purposes. It kept H&K ahead of their opposition in weapons manufacture, and it helped Cal keep ahead of the criminal organisations that supplied and funded destabilising factions around the world.

“I will find the location for you,” said the captain, rising from his chair. He hesitated once he was upright, and Maric waved him toward his work station.

It took a while to find out exactly where the container was on the ship, but only a moment for the captain to confine the crew to quarters. Then Maric left Baldwin with the bridge crew while he disappeared down the stairwell with Anderson. They gathered up the two men left as sentries, and headed down into the hold.
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The container was down in the hold for a reason. ‘Specials’ got extra attention, and there was less chance of them being washed overboard in a storm if they were below decks. Maric’s luck was in, and the container they were after was at the bottom of a two-tier stack. 

Night goggles weren’t going to be enough for this, and he went looking for a switch that would light up the required part of the hold. It was right where the captain had said it would be, and the compartment was soon flooded with light.

“What do you make of those?” he asked Anderson, and the electronics specialist moved up to examine the security locks more closely.

“It’s going to be hard to make everything look like it wasn’t tampered with,” he said, after a moment. 

“So, no problem then,” said Maric. Anderson chuckled, and got to work on the locks. Maric set Jefferson and Davies as a perimeter, and took up an elevated position opposite the container himself. The captain might have confined the crew to quarters, but Maric knew better than to relax. Vigilance kept his team alive.

Anderson released the bars on the container’s doors and pulled them open. He attached a portable LED light to the wall on one side of the container, and it showed up the contents clearly. When he saw the light come on, Maric took a careful look around the hold from his elevated position, and came down to join Anderson. Davies took over the security aspect.

“What the hell is this stuff?” said Maric, as he and Anderson moved among crates, looking at the unfamiliar names on them.

“Rare earth elements,” said Anderson. “They’re the coming thing. Probably already doing work in your car, your computer and your cell phone. Neodymium, lanthanum in lenses, yttrium in cell phones.”

“Easy there, professor,” said Maric. “I’ll let you know when I want any details. Why would this stuff be coming from Australia?”

“It’s hard to find concentrations of rare earth ores,” said Anderson, “and Australia has a couple of good sites.”

It made sense. The ship’s last port of call had been an industrial base in South Australia. Maric pushed on to the back of the container. There were a number of machined sleeves and large open cylinders tied in place. The metal looked odd, strangely coloured and almost glowing in the LED light. Maric figured it was some form of very advanced alloy. He got to work photographing everything he could see, while Anderson did the same with the labels on the crates.

“What do you think this stuff is for?” said Anderson. Maric shook his head. “The parts are different to anything I’ve seen before,” he said, “but they’re too simple to be missile parts, or a new type of battlefield weapon. I think it’s a disbursal system, nerve gas maybe, or part of a small nuclear device.

“Cal was right to be worried about these guys, whoever they are, and if Heckler & Koch are worried about them then we should be too. Cal can decide what our response will be, once he’s seen the evidence.”

Anderson started soldering the tamper proof seal back into place on the doors of the container, and then Maric felt the atmosphere in the hold change. His head went up, almost like an animal sniffing the air. He wasn’t sniffing though, he was listening.

Cal had trained him to use all his senses when he was little more than a kid, learning Ju-jitsu in a small town in New Zealand. He didn’t know then that Cal was an SAS instructor, and the small martial arts club was a form of relaxation for the big bear of a man.

Cal had started his students off by getting them to close their eyes and walk toward a wall. Eventually they learned to hear the minute changes in reflected sound that started a hand span away from the wall. Then they moved on to rooms with and without people in them, and learned to hear the way clothing absorbed sound. 

Next it was warehouses, and auditoriums, and sometimes tunnels. In the end, Maric could see with his ears as well as some people used their eyes. He had just sensed that a small number of people had entered the hold. Since the crew were supposed to be in their quarters, that was a problem.

Maric made the soft, low whistle, dropping at the end, that was the signal for a general recall. Davies and Jefferson came in from the perimeter and stood at the end of the container. Anderson pretended to work on the security system on the container some more, resigned to his role as bait, and the others vanished into the shadows. 

The intruders seemed to know exactly where the container was. They came straight for it, spreading out as they approached down an alleyway between the walls of containers. Then Jefferson took the last one from behind, dragging him into an alleyway to one side.

Maric stepped out to confront the intruders, and saw that two of them had handguns. He double-tapped the leader, centre of mass, to discourage the rest from taking an interest in what Jefferson was doing. That motivated the remaining two to make a run for it. They hadn’t been expecting military forces, but his camouflage outfit had given the game away. Unfortunately for them, Maric had questions he wanted answered. Who were they, and what did they know about this container? 

Maric led the chase, his long legs gaining quickly on the two fugitives. Davies went left, cutting diagonally through a more open area. Anderson had been the last to leave the container, but he wasn’t far behind the others.

The two crew members cut left, and Davies took one of them down just before he reached the stairwell out of the hold. The other one went up two flights of stairs and then along a passageway toward the stern. Maric figured it led to the engine room. When he joined Anderson at the end of the passageway, the door was shut. 

Maric signalled a left and right approach, and Anderson was ready to go hard left as soon as Maric booted the door open. But then his boss signalled him to hold his position. The tall man looked puzzled, and Anderson backed up a little. If Maric was sensing something, it paid to be very careful. 

Then Maric went through the door and whirled left. He grabbed the last man and slammed him against the wall. A knife fell to the floor, the man’s arm trembling where Maric’s knuckle strike had hit nerves running inside his shoulder.

Anderson came through and looked at Maric. How in hell had the tall man known the fugitive was there? Maric shrugged, and hit his captive hard by his left ear, before letting him slump unconscious to the floor. It took a moment to tie the man’s hands behind his back with his own belt.

Maric left the one dead crewman on the floor of the hold, and his men dragged the other three up onto the bridge. Only one of them was fully conscious.

“Who are these men?” asked Maric, and the captain gave him a string of Chinese names.

“They were replacement crew from Indonesia,” the captain said, “when four of my own men disappeared while we were in port at Jakarta for a few days.”

“Good men you wouldn’t think of jumping ship?” said Maric, and the captain nodded.

“It was a set up,” said Maric, talking to Baldwin. “A security detail to make sure the container got to its destination unharmed. The original crew would have been held somewhere in Jakarta until the ship sailed – if they lived that long.”

He turned to Davies and Jefferson. “Isolate these idiots, a room each. Then we’ve got maybe an hour to get something out of them before we leave.” 

The second officer showed the two men and their three captives to some spare store rooms, two floors below. Maric sent Baldwin to bring Novak and the Zodiac in, with orders to tie the inflatable so it ran behind the ship. 

Maric and Davies had been working the captives for half an hour when Maric decided to take a break. It would give the prisoners a chance to stew about their fate. The team convened in one of the rooms nearby, and chewed through some rations they had brought with them. Maric leaned back in his chair.

“Jefferson handle the boarding okay?” he said, talking to Baldwin as if Jefferson wasn’t there. Baldwin nodded. “Noisy prick though,” he said, “could almost hear him thinking sometimes, but what can you expect with raw meat?” He lifted his hands in resignation.

“What about the take-down in the hold?” said Maric, speaking to Davies, and Davies thought about it for a while. “A pass,” he said. “Barely a pass, but a pass.”

“Works well with others?” said Maric, and Anderson considered this. “Well,” he said, “he smuggled some chocolate in with his rations, and gave me some of it on the plane flight in.”

“So, an arse-licker?” said Maric, and Anderson nodded. Jefferson was looking from one to the other as if he didn’t know what was going on. He started to smile at one point, and Baldwin fixed him with a savage glare. His face dropped.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” said Maric, looking at the new recruit. Jefferson looked tentative. Anything he said could be the wrong thing.

“Tried my best,” he said at last, looking at the floor. That didn’t seem to be enough. “Want to stay on,” he added.

“How much do you want to stay on?” growled Maric. “How much do you want to work with this team?”

“Sir! All my strength and all my heart, Sir!” said Jefferson.

“My god, we have a poet among us,” said Maric. “Can you guys live with a delicate pansy like that?”

After a while there was one nod, then another. Then there were three nods, and only Novak was holding out.

“Shoot,” he said at last, “I was enjoying having someone around who was even worse than I was. Guess I can live with the little prick being one of us.”

Maric smiled. “That is what’s going to be in my report, Jefferson,” he said. “Just don’t let Cal down any time in the future, or your arse is mine to flay the skin off.”

Jefferson accepted the handshakes and congratulations of the others with enthusiasm. It was an honour indeed. He had come across from another of the world’s elite forces, but Grey Ops needed a different sort of soldier. What he had seen so far had already startled, and then intrigued, him.

“Back to the interrogations,” said Maric. “We need to find out who these clowns work for, and where they’re based. 

“Cal has no idea who’s behind this, which is unusual, but we’ve seen the container with our own eyes now. We need something concrete we can take to him. We need to be all over this.”

The others nodded. 
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Maric’s team had the three Chinese crew members for an hour, and it wasn’t enough. The captain would want to follow up on the disappearance of his original crew himself, and he would want the replacement crew as a place to start. If he was going to ask what had happened to his four regular crew members, he would want the prisoners back in reasonable condition.

Maric doubted the captain would go to the corrupt Indonesian authorities and report a crime. The man would have his own methods, and that was likely to mean mercenaries from an underworld body when he was back in Indonesia. 

The tall man was about to close the interrogations when Baldwin called him into one of the rooms. Davies had been working on the oldest of the prisoners, but he couldn’t understand the man’s Chinese utterances. Baldwin could.

“Listen to this,” said Baldwin, and slapped the prisoner hard. The man was barely conscious, but he pulled back in his chair when he saw Baldwin. “Ying chao!” he said, and then babbled away too fast for Maric to follow. “Ying chao!” he said again, at the end of his little speech. He looked pleadingly at Maric.

“We took this off him,” said Baldwin, and produced a wallet of sorts. There were family photos inside it. “I think he wants to see his family again, so he’s giving us a bit of information.”

“What does ‘Ying Chao’ mean?” said Maric, and Baldwin stepped back from the man before he answered.

“It means ‘eagle’s nest’,” he said, with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Has he given you anything else?” said Maric, and Baldwin shook his head.

“It’s worth more than his life is worth to say anything more, but he’s hoping that the one phrase will be enough to buy him a reunion with his people. Maybe his missus is expecting.”

Maric found it frustrating. Cal had specialists who could drain this guy of everything he knew, and in a relatively humane way, but Maric didn’t have that option.

“Close down the interrogations,” he said, “and we’ll hand the prisoners back to the captain. Send Novak out to the ship’s lifeboats to commandeer some petrol. This little delay has taken us an extra thirty klicks past our extraction point in New Caledonia, and we were light on with fuel to begin with.”

Baldwin saluted sharply and hurried away. His English-ness often made Maric smile, though he never showed that smile outwardly. Maric was a Kiwi, and Kiwis were more relaxed than most. On the other hand, he thought Americans generally undisciplined. Europeans were about right. It was all cultural stuff, and it was his job to work with whoever came up.

The Zodiac cast off from the stern of the container ship, and turned sharply to starboard. Maric got a GPS reading and had Novak turn a little more south. It was more than 200 kilometres to Koumac on the coast of New Caledonia, three hours for the Zodiac if the seas stayed moderate.

Cal had a retired operative there who would take care of the inflatable. Koumac also had a domestic airport, and the team were a short hop from one of Cal’s grey Op bases in Australia. From there the team would be dropped off in Rotorua for some down time. Maric, though, was to report to Cal’s hidden base not far from Motu in the Ureweras.

Four days later he was in Cal’s Spartan office, and the grey-haired bear of a man was bringing him up to date. No one really knew why Cal preferred the training base in the middle of the vast Urewera wilderness, instead of palatial headquarters in a more civilised area. 

Money was no object to the Grey Ops network these days. Once Cal had proved his teams’ effectiveness against pirates, and rogue regimes, and more lately terrorists, big business had lined up to fund him. Maintaining secrecy was about the only problem he had now.

Cal still went hunting – red deer and the massive, black-bristled ‘captain cooker’ pigs that could be found in the area – and maybe this base was the only place he was really safe from assassins. The smart money was on an exquisite French Canadian woman he was supposed to have tucked away somewhere within a couple of hours drive.

“Nothing at all?” said Maric, raising his eyebrows, and Cal confirmed that the container had been empty when it reached its destination in Sri Lanka.

“Sri Lanka was a decoy destination,” said Cal. “The contents were always meant to be dropped off along the way.”

“Which makes them untraceable,” said Maric. “Which tells us this isn’t a backyard operation. It’s big, and well organised, and it’s probably been running for years. The way the security detail blended in with the Chinese crew is proof of that.”

Cal nodded.

“The intended destination has to be somewhere in the Indonesian islands, though, and that’s a very large area to search,” he said.

It was Maric’s turn to nod. Year’s ago, when he was on his second tour of duty with the NZ SAS in Afghanistan, he had taken his R&R with a friend in Borneo, or Kalimantan as it was more properly known, and he spoke the Indonesian language well. 

His friend had been a forest ranger in New Zealand, and had gone into logging work in West Kalimantan before starting a plantation of his own. His marriage to a Dayak princess had been a smart political move. The now peaceful headhunters controlled all of the interior of the huge island, with a stronger Malay and Chinese population around the coast.

“No mention of anything called ‘the eagle’s nest’ in that area?” said Maric, and Cal got up from his desk and walked over to an old-fashioned map of Indonesia that hung on the wall. The amount of information that flowed through Cal’s office from his network of friends and informants was colossal. If anyone would know that name, he would.

“That’s what’s so odd,” said Cal. “There is always talk. Call it scuttlebutt, gossip, rumour, loose lips, army buzz, static, whatever you like, but I’ve heard nothing.”

He turned to Maric and raised two bushy eyebrows fractionally. “Which leaves us with some unusual hypotheses,” he said. “Either we are looking for a weapons research facility in a place eagle’s might frequent, or we’re looking for something with a Nazi connection.”

That triggered Maric’s memory. 

“The Eagle’s Nest,” he said. “It was a Nazi headquarters during WW2, somewhere high in the mountains on the border with, with . . .”

“Austria,” supplied Cal, “and it was more like a summer camp than a headquarters, but you’ve got the right idea.”

“Nazis?” said Maric, and his disbelief was very plain.

“No,” said Cal. “It would be grandchildren of Nazis by now, still trying to build a Third Reich, another thousand year empire. But no, not Nazis. I’m also dismissing people drawn to Nazi ideas, and there are enough of them around today as right wing thinking increases. I’ve heard of nothing to suggest a new Nazi group in Indonesia.

“But there might be an historical parallel,” he said. “Or there might have been a connection at one time. Do you know of a place in Indonesia that has a German connection?”

“Indonesia gained its independence from the Dutch in August 1945,” said Maric, his familiarity with Indonesia and its history coming to the fore. “It was just after the Japanese surrendered in WW2, and a month before the Germans did the same, but it’s worth noting that Germany overran Holland early in 1940.

“Nazi Germany would have done what they liked in Indonesia during the five years they had de facto control of the place, but something may have been going on well before then. There were Nazi sympathisers in many countries, and Dutch companies benefited greatly from Hitler’s infrastructure build in Germany in the 1930s.

“There could have been industries moved to Indonesia, or weapons manufacture, or military bases, any one of which would have benefited the Nazi preparations for war.”

Both men were silent for a while.

“What point on the earth is opposite Hitler’s ‘Eagle’s Nest’?” said Maric, and Cal did something with a laptop on his desk.

“The Chatham Islands, off New Zealand,” he said, “oddly enough. But I see what you’re getting at.”

Maric nodded.

“Another Eagle’s Nest,” said Cal, “at a point opposite the original, and somewhere in Indonesia wouldn’t be far off the mark. The two points would straddle the planet, and that would have appealed to Hitler as one of his grandiose schemes.” 

Maric sat up in his chair. “The Japanese,” he said suddenly. “If Nazi Germany was looking far enough ahead, they would see the need to draw a line across the planet somewhere, to stop Japanese expansion.”

“Indonesia would be the perfect place,” said Cal. “I see what you’re getting at. This is all a bit fanciful, but it may have given rise to something called the Eagle’s Nest in Indonesia, even if it only existed at the planning stage, and the name has stuck.”

“It has to be one of the more remote parts of Indonesia,” said Maric, “where a base could have remained hidden for years. East Kalimantan maybe, or the Sulawesi islands.”

“Way ahead of you,” said Cal. “I’ve had people trawling through high resolution Skynet images of Indonesia, looking for signs of land clearance in the last ten years and correlating each site with known building programs. I was looking for a place where that container might have been unloaded.”

Cal had called in NATO military surveillance satellites for the task. The man had connections everywhere. He must have used MUSIS, the imaging system that coordinated the German, French and Italian spy satellites. Somehow Cal had got access to the database.

“My contacts haven’t finished checking,” said Cal, “but they haven’t found anything yet. I’m guessing this second Eagle’s Nest existed for another purpose before it was put to its present use, and I’m picking it was built a long time ago.”

Cal sat back in his chair. He seemed to be carefully choosing the right words for what he had to say next.

“I’ve had the photos from the container looked at,” he said, “and you weren’t far off the mark. The cylinders are part of a processing apparatus that enriches uranium ore, but they do it in a way that can lead to a very small, but very dirty, nuclear bomb.”

Maric understood at once. Small enough to be smuggled into a major Western city, with enough radiation to leave the place uninhabitable for hundreds of years.

Terrorist groups, and political regimes looking for revenge over some perceived religious or financial slight, would pay millions for one of the devices. With the fractious state of the world today, there was a ready market out there.

“I’m sending you back into the area,” said Cal. “Choose your team, and decide where you want to start. You’re the man with the local knowledge, so you get a free hand.”

Maric nodded.

“There’s no way I can stop you discussing the mission with your lady friend?” said Cal, leaning back in his chair.

Maric smiled at what Russo would say when she heard Cal had called her his ‘lady friend’. “She’s got the highest level of clearance there is!” he protested, smiling as he said it.

“In NATO, maybe,” said Cal dismissively. It was an old argument between them, and neither was serious. Maric wished he had more information on Cal’s supposed French Canadian squeeze. Then he could give some of this stick back.

Still, this mission was going to be interesting, a journey back into his past. Indonesia had been his second home at one stage in his long SAS career. In his first Grey Ops mission for Cal he had tracked down a hidden diamond mine in South Kalimantan, one funding an East European warlord spreading mayhem around the world. 

He had guided one of the first Grey Ops contingents to the mine back then, made up mostly of ex NZ SAS, and it had been a battle royal against Russian Spetsnaz and local mercenaries.

“You are dismissed,” said Cal at last, interrupting his musings, and Maric saluted crisply as he stood.  
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​CHAPTER 4
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“You be very far away,” said Russo softly, in her slightly odd English. 

The military connection between Italy and New Zealand had the highest level of encryption. Sometimes there were perks with Maric’s job. He was telling her about his new op in the Sulawesi Islands of Indonesia, one of the last great unknown places on the planet. 

The relationship he had hammered out with her involved him spending half of each year, at least, somewhere near her home in San Benedetto del Tronto. The city lay on the eastern seaboard of Italy. Russo was one of the attractions of the area, but the other was his adopted village Cista Provo, which was across the Adriatic Sea from San Benedetto in Croatia. 

It was a village full of Marics, and most of them were as tall as he was. He had some family in New Zealand, all older people, but Cista Provo was his home now. The people of the limestone mountains that ran down the east side of the Adriatic Sea were the tallest in the world.

“You have your work,” he said, smiling as he said it. Russo was a brilliant comms and control leader, a Lieutenant Colonel of the same rank as Maric. She normally worked at the Aviano NATO base in the north of Italy, but she could be sent anywhere in the Mediterranean if a hot spot flared up.

She told him that her work was not enough, and that surprised him. Their relationship
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