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Vienna

April 9th, 1945

 


For some the nightmare would soon be over; for
others, it was just beginning.

The horizon burnt bright, lit by thousands of
fires. The dreadful sound of a thousand guns firing incessantly
rumbled through the night. For the tens of thousands of terrified
people who huddled in the dark, trapped in the Austrian capital, it
seemed their fate was sealed. They awaited the coming dawn and the
inevitable, final Soviet assault. The inhabitants of the
centuries-old town knew that the Russians would soon take their
revenge upon them for the years of brutal war fought on Soviet
soil. For the city, defended by old men and young boys who lacked
uniforms and sufficient ammunition, the end was near.

A lone aircraft crossed the sky above the
doomed city. The Fieseler Fi 156 Stork, a liaison aircraft, flew
low, trying not to draw fire from the Soviet forces ringing the
capital. Julie Schrader looked away from her instruments and peered
anxiously down at the burning city. She had flown in and out of
Vienna dozens of times; however, previously, she had always landed
her agile plane at the city’s airport, or on one of the many
landing strips on the outskirts of the city. Below her, she saw the
dark waters of the Daube River. She turned on a small flashlight
and hurriedly checked her map. Relief flooded over her; she knew
exactly where she was. She banked her plane to the left and headed
for the center of a capital whose control was still being contested
by the besieged German forces.

 


In the shadows of the city, a man crept out
of the darkness. He stopped and carefully got up on one knee to see
if the path ahead was clear of enemy soldiers. Thankfully, there
was no one around. Oberst Muller looked down at his watch and
swore. It was nearly one in the morning, and they still had not
reached their objective. He and a dozen volunteers had been hastily
dispatched into the city on a mission of extreme importance. One so
vital that he was forbidden from telling his men the true reason
for the near-suicidal assignment.

Although only twenty-five, Muller was the
oldest man in his command. His squad of handpicked SS troops knelt
silently behind him. They, like him, had grown immune to the death
and destruction around them. Satisfied the way ahead was clear,
Muller stood up and waved for his team to follow him. Using the
burnt out buildings for cover, they made their way toward the city
center. When they were in sight of the Schönbrunn Palace, Muller’s
well-honed instincts kicked in. The imposing stone residence, once
the summer home of the Austrian monarchy, stood dark and quiet. He
could not see anything out of the ordinary, but something told him
to be wary. Muller stepped back behind cover. “Send up the
vampires,” he said quietly to the soldier in line behind him.

Two men made their way to Muller’s side.
Nicknamed vampires because they did their killing in the dark, the
soldiers each carried a battery pack upon their backs and specially
designed scopes and lights on their assault rifles. Each man had
more than a hundred kills to his name. Muller pointed to a
burnt-out bus lying on its side in the middle of the street.
Together, the three men dashed over to the wreckage. Muller took
cover behind the bus while his men spread out, looking for the
enemy. It did not take long. Both hunters quickly spotted what had
been troubling Muller. On the bottom floor of a nearby building,
the members of a Soviet patrol were standing about, taking turns
drinking from a couple of wine bottles that they had found. Muller
knew that time was not on his side. He could not wait for them to
leave, nor could he backtrack and try to find another way around.
He would have to deal with the Russians right here and now. He
placed a hand on the nearest sniper and whispered, “When I bring
the rest of the squad forward, kill the Ivans.”

“With pleasure,” replied the battle-hardened
soldier.

Muller dashed back and gathered up his men.
He decided on a route through the debris-strewn courtyard to the
palace and, keeping as low as he could, Muller began to run. His
heart raced in his chest. His gut told him otherwise, but if there
were more Russians soldiers in the area, he and his men would be
cut down before they made it across the courtyard.

Six shots cut through the night air, the
Soviet patrol’s death knell. A couple of seconds later, Muller led
his men up the stairs and inside the centuries-old building. He
left one man to guard the entrance while the rest of them headed
into the basement. Muller had memorized precisely where he needed
to go, so it did not take him long to find the room he was looking
for. The way inside was blocked by a heavy steel door. He dug out a
key and slid it into the lock. He had been told that it was the
only remaining key that fit the lock. With a turn of the wrist, the
door opened. He let out the breath he’d been holding and stepped
inside. The room was empty, with the exception of several unmarked
wooden crates neatly stacked in the center. “These all have to be
brought outside,” he said to his men.

 


Within minutes, the wooden boxes were stacked
neatly on the ground by Muller’s feet. He checked his watch and saw
that they had run out of time.

“Sir, listen,” said one of Muller’s men.

Muller turned his head and looked up into the
dark, cloud-filled sky. All he could hear was the rumble of the
Russian guns. He was about to tell the soldier that he was letting
his imagination get the better of him when Muller heard the sound
of an engine. It was faint, but it was unmistakably an airplane
flying closer by the second.

“Fire the flare,” ordered Muller.

A soldier stepped forward. A second later, a
red flare shot up into the night. With a pop, the flare ignited.
All eyes turned skyward.

Muller let out a long, held breath when, like
an owl diving down on its prey, he saw a light aircraft dive out of
the night sky. Known for its short takeoff and landing abilities,
the unique plane miraculously landed on the road directly in front
of the palace without hitting any of the wreckage littering the
path. It quickly slowed to a crawl, turned about, and with its
engine still running; it stood ready to take off at a moment’s
notice.

Muller ran over to the plane and opened the
pilot’s-side door. He was relieved when he saw Julie Schrader
sitting behind the controls. “Did you have any trouble finding
us?”

“It was touch and go for a few minutes, but
once I got my bearings, it was a piece of cake,” she replied. “How
about you? Bump into any Ivans?”

“One or two,” he replied. Muller turned
around and ordered his men to load the crates into the back of the
plane.

Schrader watched as the soldiers carefully
placed the boxes inside her aircraft. “How much does all of this
weigh?” she asked Muller.

“I think all together it should not be more
than two hundred kilos. You should have no problem taking off with
the extra weight.”

“Taking off isn’t the problem,” replied
Schrader. “It’s the loss of range that worries me. I should be
okay, but if our forces keep pulling back to the west, I could find
myself being forced to land on an airstrip overrun by the
Soviets.”

Muller patted his friend’s leather-gloved
hand. “Julie, you’re the best pilot I know. You’ll make it.”

As soon as the last box was loaded aboard,
Muller touched Schrader’s cheek with his fingertips. He so wanted
to kiss her one last time but resisted the urge. “I’ll see you in
Berchtesgaden.” He knew deep down they were only words said to
comfort her. Muller hesitated for a moment and looked into the eyes
of his lover, wondering if he would ever see her again. With a
heavy heart, he closed the pilot’s-side door and stepped back from
the plane.

 


Schrader fought back the burn of tears and
focused all of her attention on getting out of the city alive. She
knew that she only had one chance to escape. If the plane was too
heavy, she would never get airborne. She took a deep breath and
applied full power to the aircraft’s engine. It slowly rolled
forward, quickly picking up speed. The buildings in the distance
grew large as she closed in on them. When she judged that she had
enough speed, Schrader pulled back hard on the joystick. The plane
leaped up into the sky, missing the buildings at the end of the
street by meters. Bright-red tracers arced up from several Soviet
anti-aircraft machine guns as they tried to bring down the
aircraft, but Julie triumphed as the plane climbed higher into the
night.

 


Muller smiled as Schrader’s plane flew up
into the clouds and vanished from sight. At least she, and what
she’s carrying, got away. The war may have been lost, but the
future was not. He turned to face the group of young soldiers with
him. “Men, you have fought loyally for Germany. There is no need
for any of you to throw your lives away defending Vienna. It will
fall in the next couple of days. You all know that the Russians
don’t take SS soldiers prisoner. I absolve you of your oath of
loyalty to the Reich. Head west and try to link up with our forces
still resisting the Bolsheviks.”

There was a moment of silence. A corporal
stepped forward and said, “Sir, we are with you. Where you go, we
will follow.”

Muller’s heart swelled with pride. “Okay
then, Corporal Vogler, have the men remove all the SS insignia from
their uniforms, and have them stockpile as much food, water and
ammunition as they can find. I want us to be as far away from the
capital as we can before the sun comes up. It’s a long walk to
Berchtesgaden from here.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Vogler, as he turned to
pass on Muller’s orders.

Muller, a fiercely loyal Nazi, had been
chosen to help his fellow Nazis escape prosecution from the
vengeful allies. Now that Schrader had departed safely with the
crates, Muller’s part in the operation was over. His mind turned to
his mother and father, trapped in Berlin. Even if he made it
through the Soviet lines, he knew that he would probably never be
allowed to see his parents ever again.

“We’re ready, sir,” reported Vogler.

Muller nodded his head. He bent down, picked
up his small pack and slipped it on his back. “Lead on,
Corporal.”

Silently, the small group of men began their
long trek. It would be incredibly difficult to slip through the
ever-tightening Russian lines, but they had been in tight spots
before and always managed to escape. This time, however, it would
take a miracle and those were in short order for the SS.
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Present day

Brussels, Belgium

 


Colonel Ercan Alasya placed his forage cap on his
head and took one last look at himself in the mirror, a
perfectionist as usual. Everything was where it should be on his
neatly pressed uniform. He stepped outside of his home and took a
deep breath of fresh air, turning his head toward the cloudless
sky. It looked like it was going to be a pleasant day. A lifelong
bachelor, Alasya was one of several Turkish colonels assigned to
NATO Headquarters. His modest apartment was in walking distance
from his office.

“Good morning, Colonel,” said his landlady.
She was returning from the shops, a couple of full grocery bags in
her hands.

“A good morning to you, too, Madame Gris,”
replied Alasya in French. He was fluent in several languages, which
made him a natural fit for the multi-national organization. “You’re
up early.”

“I have company coming over later this
morning and wanted to treat them to some croissants and
coffee.”

Alasya tipped his cap to Madame Gris and
carried on his way. It was a ten-minute walk that allowed him to
collect his thoughts before beginning his day as a member of the
alliance’s intelligence planning staff. It wasn’t exciting work,
but with tensions flaring up again between his country and its
neighbor, Greece, his day would be consumed looking at reports from
the troubled region. His struggle would be to remain objective and
not allow his personal feelings to come into play when he and his
staff presented their findings to his boss, a no-nonsense Danish
general.

As was his usual routine, he stopped at a
local shop right near the front gates to buy a paper. He slipped
the paper under his arm and continued on, never hearing or seeing
the man that walked up behind him. The assassin pulled a silenced
pistol out from underneath his jacket and fire it twice at
point-blank range into the colonel’s skull, killing him. His dead
body crumpled to the ground.

A woman on the street who witnessed the
attack screamed in terror when she saw the dark-red blood pooling
on the gray cement sidewalk.

The murderer, his face covered by a ski mask,
dove inside a parked car that sat nearby With a loud squeal from
its tires, the sedan sped off down the street.

Within minutes, police from all over Belguim
were racing to set up roadblocks all around the capital in an
attempt to apprehend the murderer. It was a wasted effort. The
killer and his accomplices had already flown out of the city, lost
in a sea of other travelers, and having hidden the car in a rented
garage.

Before the end of the day, the Turkish
government, incensed by the murder of one of its officers, was
pointing fingers accusingly at Greece. An already-tense situation
was deteriorating fast. Some pundits openly speculated about when
war would begin, plunging the Aegean into chaos.
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Fairway Lodge,

Mount Hood, Oregon

 


Nestled on the side of Mount Hood in the picturesque
Cascade Mountain Range, sat the Fairway Lodge, a private resort
owned by the Fairway family. Built during the Great Depression, the
resort was designed to look like a Swiss ski chalet, with a tall,
sloped roof and dark-stained wooden exterior. With eight spacious
bedrooms spread out over three floors, the lodge was rarely empty
during the busy winter skiing season. Although recently modernized
to include a hot tub, games room, and gym, the building still
outwardly looked the same as the day it was finished. However, for
this weekend in late June, it was home to a private conference on
the growing tensions between Greece and Turkey.

Hosted by Doris Fairway, the guests were all
women who were all experts in international law. Mrs. Fairway, a
retired U.S. Ambassador, hoped that by engaging women from both
nations that they might be able to find a peaceful solution to the
looming crisis. Together, they planned to present their proposals
to their respective nations’ governments.

The keynote speaker for the day was Mrs.
Elena Milos, the widow of a popular Greek politician who had died
the previous year in a car accident on his way to work. Extremely
photogenic and articulate, Elena Milos was at the forefront of a
growing movement to address Greece’s concerns using diplomacy
instead of confrontation. In a recent statewide poll, Elena had
been voted the most popular and trusted person in the country by a
wide margin. A whisper campaign to get her to run for political
office was in the works.

A beautiful woman in her early forties, Elena
Milos was dressed in a dark-blue, thigh-length dress. The only
jewelry she wore was a long strand of pearls around her slender
neck; a Christmas gift from her murdered husband. She had short,
jet-black hair with a thin face, and alluring, mahogany-colored
eyes.

Elena was on a tight schedule. Once she had
finished speaking at the lodge, she would be flying on to
Washington D.C., where she was to meet with several of President
Kempt’s closest advisers. After that, she was heading to Ottawa,
Canada to meet with Canadian officials who had offered their help
in trying to avoid war.

At the back of the lodge’s spacious living
room, Ryan Mitchell let out a deep sigh and glanced down at his
watch. He saw that Elena’s speech was due to wrap up in about ten
minutes. That was, if she didn’t take too many questions from the
other women in the room.

Close protection was not a task usually given
to Mitchell and his people. With his extensive police connections,
Luis Ortiz, the deputy director of Polaris—the company they all
worked for—should have been running the assignment. However, his
sudden and unexpected resignation from the organization to move
back home to Miami to look after his ailing mother and father had
necessitated a change. Mitchell and his team had stepped up to the
plate and were assigned the job of protecting Mrs. Milos during her
whirlwind visit to the States.

Dressed in a comfortable-fitting gray suit
that hid his shoulder holster, Mitchell waited patiently for the
session to wrap up. He was a tall man, standing at just over two
meters, with penetrating blue-gray eyes and a trim athletic build
that he kept in shape through a regimen of running and many hours
spent at the local gym. He had thick brown hair that he liked to
keep cut short, a holdover from his former military days.

A sudden voice came through Mitchell’s
earpiece. It was his close friend and teammate, Nathaniel Jackson.
“All quiet out here. The police escort just arrived, and Mrs.
Milos’ bodyguard is bringing her ride around to the front
door.”

“Got it,” replied Mitchell into the mic
hidden in his jacket cuff. “I expect that we’ll be on the move in
the next ten minutes or so.”

“Don’t take too long. Mrs. Milos’ bodyguard
is a really nervous sort. He’s sweating bullets out here.”

Mitchell’s mouth twitched into a brief grin
at his friend’s words. Although Elena Milos preached non-violence,
her words had incited some of the radicals on both the left and the
right of the political spectrum to take exception. With dozens of
death threats hanging over her head, Mitchell knew that being her
protector was probably a well-paid, but nerve-wracking, job.

Ryan trusted Nate to stay on top of things
outside. Nathaniel Jackson, ten years senior to Mitchell, was tall,
with a smooth-shaven head, large, broad shoulders, and powerful
arms. He always seemed to have a few extra pounds around his waist
that he swore were coming off—not that they ever did. His wife
loved to cook and he loved to eat. And his usual second breakfast
of jelly donuts with his morning coffee didn’t help, either.
However, he could easily bench press his own weight or step into in
a boxing ring with a man half his age and come out on top. He’d
helped Ryan out of more scrapes through the years than he could
count.

With the grace of a jungle cat, Samantha Chen
slid in beside Mitchell. Like him, Sam, as she preferred to be
called, was wearing a light-gray suit that fit her lithe, petite
form. Her short stature and delicate, feminine appearance, however,
were deceiving. She was just as deadly with a rifle as any man on
the team, and her medical skills were beyond compare.

“Gordon is taking one last stroll around the
grounds, and should be back in the next minute or two,” Sam said
softly.

Gordon Cardinal was the fourth permanent
member of the team. A tall, slender man with a thick, black goatee,
he was the team’s sniper and surveillance expert. Where Sam was
excitable, Cardinal was always as cool as a mountain glacier.

“Thanks,” Mitchell replied. He nodded to the
entryway. “Take the post by the door, and be ready to move the
minute she’s done.” With everything set, all they could do now was
wait.

 


On a slender game trail in the thick woods,
not five hundred meters from the lodge, ten men dressed in
camouflage uniforms silently climbed out of their rented trucks.
They jammed home fully-loaded magazines into their automatic
weapons, and readied their assault rifles. One by one, they pulled
down camouflage masks, hiding their faces. Once they were ready,
they quietly made their way up the side of the mountain, the men
moving with military precision through the trees in the direction
of the lodge. Less than one hundred meters from the building, on a
silent signal, they split into three groups. Two teams armed with
RPGs crept forward until they could see the row of cars parked in
front of the building. The other six men stopped where they were,
attached suppressors to their MP7 submachine guns, and waited for
the order to strike.

A broad-shouldered man in the middle of the
attackers got down on one knee and signaled to his men to do the
same. He checked his watch. From beginning to end, he expected the
mission to take less than three minutes. The hit squad under his
command was a mix of ex-military and police forces. All highly
trained and brutally efficient assassins, these men killed without
remorse.

 


Enthusiastic applause filled the room as Mrs.
Milos wrapped up her speech. She smiled at her colleagues. “Thank
you for taking the time to listen to my presentation.
Unfortunately, I cannot stay, as I am due in Washington later
today.”

That was the cue Mitchell had been waiting
for. “Okay folks, game on,” said Mitchell into his mic. Quickly
moving into the hallway on an intercept course, he waited for Mrs.
Milos to finish speaking with Mrs. Fairway.

Outside, a small procession of vehicles stood
ready to take Elena Milos away. Police cruisers led the way in
front and brought up the rear. In the middle sat two armored
Hummers.

“Remember, folks,” Mitchell said into his
mic, “as per their plan, I’ll be in the first vehicle with the
bodyguard, and the three of you will ride in the second Hummer.”
Mrs. Milos was headed in his direction, so Mitchell added one more
comment. “We’re on the move.”

Sam and Cardinal held the doors open as
Mitchell walked outside, closely followed by Mrs. Milos. Once he’d
crossed the threshold, he stopped and quickly glanced around.
Everything and everyone was where they should be. Jackson stood by
his Hummer. Elena’s bodyguard held the rear driver’s-side door open
for her, and the car’s driver, a retired local police officer, sat
patiently behind the wheel.

“Is there something wrong, Mister Mitchell?”
asked Elena from behind him. Her mother tongue may have been Greek,
but she spoke fluent English with a slight New York accent, from
her time spent working at the UN.

“No ma’am, just taking a quick look to make
sure that everything is in order,” he replied.

“And is it?”

“Looks that way.” Mitchell walked straight
towards the first Hummer.

The attack was sudden and deadly. The two
police cars, parked ten meters down the trail, were struck by
rocket-propelled grenades and exploded instantly, killing the four
officers trapped inside.

The shock of the twin blasts momentarily
stunned Mitchell, but a second later, his years of training and
experience kicked in. He reached over, grabbed Mrs. Milos by the
arm, spun about and ran back to the lodge’s open front door,
shielding her the whole way with his body. Sam and Cardinal both
instinctively dropped to one knee. They held the doors open for
their friends with their backs. They had each drawn their concealed
pistols and were surveying the hellish scene in front of them,
seeking their unseen attackers. Jackson was right behind Mitchell,
running hell bent for leather for the door. Unfortunately, Milos’s
bodyguard was cut down in a hail of bullets, just as two more RPG
rounds slammed home, this time taking the two Hummers with them.
The driver of the lead vehicle, frightened and confused, had
remained in his seat and died in the blast.

The sound of the cars exploding reverberated
down the side of the mountain.

The instant he was safe, Mitchell drew his
pistol and flipped off the safety switch with his thumb. He looked
over at Sam and Cardinal, who had followed Jackson inside. “Take
Mrs. Milos and find some cover. And find the other women. Get
everyone somewhere safe.”

“What the hell is going on?” asked Elena, her
voice filled with fear.

“Ma’am, please do as you’re told and go with
Sam and Gordon,” replied Mitchell curtly.

Opening her mouth to speak, she appeared to
change her mind and, with a nod, she followed Sam and Cardinal down
the long hallway to the back of the lodge.

“Did you see who hit us?” asked Jackson,
kicking the front door closed.

“Nope, but they’re professionals,” answered
Mitchell, taking a quick peek out of a nearby window. All he could
see was thick, black smoke wafting up into the sky from the burning
vehicles. It was only a matter of minutes, seconds perhaps, before
their attackers realized that they hadn’t killed Mrs. Milos in
their initial attack and would come looking for her. Mitchell knew
the foyer was too exposed a location in which to make a stand. He
and Jackson ducked down and moved into a room halfway down the
hallway.

“How many women are still here?” Jackson
asked.

“I think twenty, give or take, spread
throughout the building, unless Sam and Gordon have managed to
gather them up.”

“I doubt that we can protect them all.”

“I know. We need to do something, and
fast.”

Their unobserved opponent wasn’t about to let
them rest. With a loud blast, the front doors blew apart, struck by
a rocket-propelled grenade, sending deadly shards of glass and
wooden splinters flying down the long, red-carpeted hallway.

Both men knew what was coming next. Mitchell
dropped to one knee, while Jackson remained standing. With only
their heads and their arms exposed in the doorway, Mitchell and
Jackson brought up their pistols and waited for the coming
attack.

They didn’t have to wait long. Through the
smoke, three men rushed inside with their silenced weapons tight
against their shoulders, ready to engage any targets.

Without hesitation, Mitchell and Jackson
opened fire, killing the men before they could react.

The acrid smell of burning wood and cordite
hung heavy in the air.

The sound of glass shattering in a room
across the hallway made both men turn their heads and look. A
second later, they heard the sound of something landing on the
hardwood floor.

“Grenade!” yelled Mitchell as he threw
himself to the floor.

Jackson dashed back inside the room and
crouched down.

With a thunderous boom that Mitchell felt in
his chest, the grenade exploded, shattering what was left of the
room’s windows, and turning a long, wooden table into kindling.
Mitchell jumped back to his feet, and looked over at Jackson. “We
won’t stop them here. Get back there and help Sam and Gordon find
us a way out of here. I’ll try to delay them as long as I can.”

Jackson was about to object when he saw
Mitchell pivot and bring up his pistol up. He fired two shots into
the smoke-filled room across the hallway, and Jackson watched as a
man who had entered the house right after the grenade blast fell
forward onto the glass-covered floor, dead.

“Now, Nate!” ordered Mitchell as he moved
back against the thick wooden wall, using it to shield his
body.

With a curse, Jackson turned and ran to the
back of the house.

Years of experience allowed Mitchell to
imagine his foe’s next move. Having met resistance at the front of
the lodge, they would begin to move around the building, probing
for another way in. The longer Mitchell and the others stayed where
they were, the worse their chances at survival became.

If only, there was another way out.

Mitchell fired off a couple of quick shots to
keep their opponents’ heads down for a few more seconds, before
sprinting down the long hallway.

“Ryan, in here,” called Jackson.

Mitchell came to a sliding halt, pivoted, and
dashed into the kitchen. Inside, he found his team, along with
Elena Milos and the rest of the women. Most of the women were
huddled behind a long, steel island in the middle of the room,
holding onto one another, scared for their lives.

Mitchell opened his mouth to speak, only to
be interrupted by Sam. “Ryan, I think there’s a way out of this
mess.”

“I’m all ears.”

Mrs. Fairway said, “Mister Mitchell, this
lodge was built next to a natural hot spring to take advantage of
the heat in the winter. There are caves below the house that go for
miles. To be honest, I’m not really sure where they all come
out.”

Mitchell nodded. “It’s the best we’ve got
right now. Okay. Sam, you and Gordon take everyone with you, while
Nate and I try to hold them off until the police arrive.”

Mrs. Milos shook her head. “These people
won’t stop until they’ve killed me. If I go into the caves, they’ll
follow me. You’ve seen what they are capable of. These people are
savages. They’ll kill you and all of these innocent women just to
get to me.”

“If we could draw them away from the lodge,
that could buy us some time,” suggested Jackson.

“You won’t be able to do that unless you take
me with you, and you both know it,” said Elena.

Mitchell swore. She had a point. He was
supposed to protect her, but it was one life for twenty.

Mrs. Fairway walked over to a wooden door at
the far end of the kitchen and opened it. “Miss Chen, please lead
my guests down into the cellar. I will join you shortly.”

Mitchell had to give it to Mrs. Fairway; she
was cool under fire. With a quick nod to Sam, Mitchell watched his
teammates lead the women below.

Mrs. Fairway dug into her pants pocket,
pulled out a set of keys and handed them to Mitchell. “Take my
Mercedes from the garage. It’s a classic, but it still handles
well.”

“Thanks,” said Jackson, grabbing the keys out
of Mitchell’s hand.

Mrs. Fairway turned to leave.

“Ma’am, am I right in assuming that your
kitchen runs on natural gas?” queried Mitchell.

“Yes, you are correct, and no, there is
nothing here as valuable as a single human life,” replied Mrs.
Fairway as she left, closing and bolting the wooden door behind
her. Mitchell got the message loud and clear—her home was
expendable.

“Mrs. Milos, go with Nate to the car,” said
Mitchell firmly.

As the others hurried to the garage, Mitchell
walked over to the stainless-steel stove, bent down and reached
behind the appliance. With a sharp tug, he tore out the gas lines
from the back of the stove. Immediately, the noxious odor of gas
rushed into the room. Standing, he opened the door on a large
microwave oven above the stove. Next, Mitchell picked up a
flashlight, unscrewed it and placed the batteries inside the
microwave. He set the timer, turned, and ran, just as another
explosion rocked the lodge.

They were coming.

 


The light bulb in the garage had burnt out. A
sliver of sunlight shone through a gap between the garage doors.
Doris Fairway’s car was a bright-red, 1961 Mercedes convertible
with its top down. Jackson was already behind the wheel. Mrs. Milos
had crouched down low in the backseat. Mitchell hurried over to the
closed garage doors and peeked outside. He was relieved to see no
movement outside. Carefully opening the wooden doors an inch,
Mitchell dashed back and jumped into the car, landing in the
passenger’s seat.

“Okay, Nate, drive it like you stole it and
don’t stop until we’re at the bottom of the hill,” said Mitchell to
his friend.

“I wasn’t planning on doing any sightseeing,”
replied Jackson as he turned over the ignition.

 


The hit-squad leader walked past the dead
bodies of his men at the building’s front entrance. They had
been far too eager to rush inside. They should have tossed in a
couple more hand grenades first, thought the man to himself.
The noise of broken glass crunching underfoot was the only sound he
could hear as he warily advanced down the hallway, his submachine
gun held tight in his hands.

His gut told him to be careful. It was
quiet…far too quiet for his liking. Where did everyone
go?

He stopped at the closed door to the kitchen
and indicated with his left hand to the two men with him to move
past him and enter the room. Both men crept to the door, ready to
clear the room, when the batteries inside the microwave exploded,
tearing the door off its hinges. The gas inside the kitchen
instantly caught fire. With an ear-shattering boom, the kitchen
exploded. In the blink of an eye, the heavy wooden door flew
straight back into one of the thugs, killing him. The other man was
just as unlucky, as a long butcher’s knife flew out of the kitchen
and embedded itself in his chest.

Lago, the mercenary team leader, struggled to
remain on his feet. His head felt as if it had just been kicked by
an angry mule. He staggered away from the conflagration consuming
the kitchen. The only thought in his mind was that he had to have
been set up. There was no way in hell a bunch of amateurs could
have taken down so many of his men.

 


Jackson jammed his foot down on the gas
pedal, sending the Mercedes bursting out of the garage. He turned
the wheel hard over to the left, just as the kitchen tore itself
apart. Jackson kept his foot pressed down on the accelerator as he
wove around the burning cars. Quickly shifting between all four
gears, he brought the car’s finely-tuned engine to life.

Up ahead, two men stepped out of the woods
and onto the road. Stunned to see a car charging straight for them,
they hurried to reload their RPG launcher.

Equally surprised at the sudden appearance of
the two thugs, Mitchell nodded toward the men. “Nate—”

“I see ’em.” Jackson headed straight for the
pair.

Mitchell brought up his pistol, leaned over
so he could see past the windshield, and opened fire. He knew it
would take a miracle for him to hit anyone while shooting from a
moving vehicle.

The car rapidly closed in on the RPG team.
Jackson held the car’s steering wheel tight in his hands. He wasn’t
stopping for anything.

Just as the anti-tank launcher was loaded,
Mitchell scored a lucky hit. The gunner, shot in the shoulder,
grimaced in pain, let go of the weapon and reached up for his
wound. The RPG loader struggled to pick up the dropped weapon,
clumsily turning to take aim at the speeding Mercedes.

He was a second too late.

Struck at over fifty kilometers an hour, the
man’s shattered body flew over the top of the car’s hood. The other
wounded assassin saw what was coming and managed to roll out of the
way at the last second.

Mrs. Milos let out a frightened scream as the
dead man’s body hit the trunk behind her, bounced off and fell onto
the dirt road behind them.

Jackson turned the Mercedes’ wheel abruptly
as he took a sharp bend in the road. Behind the car, gravel flew up
into the air as the car’s tires fought to keep the vehicle on the
narrow mountain trail. The car fishtailed wildly around the bend,
Jackson struggling to keep control. The Mercedes’ tires fought for
traction and gripped the path just before its rear slid over the
side of the road. Like a charging animal, the car sped down the
road, away from the scene of devastation behind it.

 


Still in shock, Lago stumbled to the
building’s front entrance and swore when he saw the Mercedes smash
headlong into one of his men, killing him. He brought up his pistol
to fire, but it was too late—the car turned a bend and vanished
from sight. With a burning anger building up inside him, he
staggered over to his wounded man lying on the side of the road. By
the time he arrived, the only two uninjured men left on their feet
were already there, helping to staunch the bleeding.

“Give me your radio,” snapped Lago in Greek
at one of his men. Whoever had done this to his men was going to
pay. He snatched the radio from his man and pressed the Talk
button. “Listen up, there’s a red Mercedes coming your way, Milos
is in it. Block the road. I want her and the men with her captured
alive. No one kills them.”

No one except me, Lago added silently.
He was looking forward to personally destroying the men who had
dared to interfere with his plan. After ordering the two fit men to
carry their wounded comrade to the rendezvous point, he looked back
over his shoulder at the lodge as the flames spread, engulfing more
of the home. The police and fire department would be there soon. By
the time they arrived, he wanted to be long gone, and Milos in his
possession.

 


“Easy does it, Nate. I don’t want to fly off
the side of the mountain,” said Mitchell, as Jackson took another
corner at top speed.

Barely letting his foot off the gas, Nate let
the car slow slightly. He glanced at the rearview mirror. “I think
we’re good.”

“Is it safe?” asked Elena, poking her head up
from the backseat.

“Looks like it,” replied Mitchell. “But until
we reach the bottom of the mountain, I think it would be best if
you kept your head down.”

“Do you think Sam and Gordon are okay?” asked
Jackson.

“Let’s find out.” Mitchell dug out his cell
phone. He had just started to dial, when Jackson turned around
another sharp bend. Suddenly, directly in front of them, two black
pickup trucks blocked the road. A pair of mercenary-types stood in
front of the vehicles, submachine guns in their hands.

“Hard left!” yelled Mitchell, just as the men
opened fire, shattering the Mercedes’ windshield. Glass exploded
over them, cutting Mitchell and Jackson’s faces and hands.

Without slowing down, Jackson spun the wheel
all the way over to the left. A second later, as bullets whipped by
their heads, he turned the car off the road and down onto the
steep, tree-covered side of the mountain. The Mercedes bounced up
and down like a bucking bronco as it headed down the slope.

“Watch out for the trees!” yelled Mitchell,
as branches whipped the side of the Mercedes, forcing him to duck
as Jackson drove through the woods.

“What do you think I’m doing?” replied
Jackson, fighting to keep control of their car. With a loud crack,
the driver’s-side mirror snapped off the car when Jackson came too
close to a tall fir tree.

The sharp, bullwhip-crack sound of bullets
flying overhead made Mitchell turn in his seat and look back. He
grimaced, watching one of the pickup trucks coming down the hill
after them.

“Don’t tell me; we’ve got company,” called
out Jackson.

“Okay, I won’t tell you, but you had best
speed up.”

Jackson swore under his breath, jammed his
foot down on the gas pedal, and steered the Mercedes between a
couple of tall trees—this time, taking out the mirror on Mitchell’s
side.

“There!” hollered Mitchell, pointing off to
one side. “Aim for that trail.”

Jackson glanced over at the hiking trail.
“Any path is better than no path,” he muttered.

He waited until the last possible second
before he applied the brakes and turned the wheel in his hands,
lining the car up with the faint path. It was a good plan, but not
perfect, as the car bounced off the side of a thick tree, leaving a
long indent down the length of the vehicle.

“Sorry, Mrs. Fairway” said Jackson, as he
stomped his foot down on the accelerator and raced off down the
slender path.

Behind them, the driver of the truck saw the
move and turned to follow. Designed for off-road driving, the truck
was better able to negotiate the sudden turn. The driver held the
steering wheel tight in his gloved hands and took up the chase.

“Must go faster,” said Mitchell, never taking
his eyes off the truck behind them.

“I’m doing the best that I can,” replied
Jackson. “Do you want to drive?”

“No. Just hand me your pistol.”

Jackson quickly pulled his gun from his
shoulder holster and tossed it over to Mitchell. With weapons in
both hands, Mitchell looked at Elena. “Keep down!”

He rested both automatics on the back of the
white-leather seat. Even though they were on a relatively flat
piece of the trail, the Mercedes still bounced up and down like a
bucking bronco, making aiming accurately a near-impossible thing to
do.

A burst of automatic gunfire from the truck
hit the back of the Mercedes, taking out the brake lights and
perforating the trunk with a dozen holes.

With a silent prayer on his lips, Mitchell
put his trust in the volume of fire over accuracy. He pulled back
on both pistol’s triggers, and let loose a fusillade of bullets
aimed at the driver’s side of the pursuing truck. Only one in three
bullets hit their target, but that was enough. The windshield
shattered, momentarily blinding the driver, then a bullet struck
him on the side of the head, knocking him out cold. Before the
passenger could reach the wheel to take control, the truck slipped
off the trail and rolled over onto its side. Sliding down the hill,
the pickup came to a sudden and jarring halt when it slammed into a
thick fir tree, crushing the roof of the vehicle.

“That was too close,” said Mitchell, as he
slid back into his seat and reloaded both pistols with fresh
magazines.

“Ma’am, just who the hell did you piss off?”
Jackson asked Mrs. Milos.

“Back home, I’m either viewed as a saint or
the devil depending on your political persuasion,” replied Elena. A
second later, she sat up in her seat. “Although the police ruled
out foul play, I have always believed that someone was responsible
for my husband’s death.”

“I’m truly sorry for your loss,” said
Mitchell.

“Thank you, Mister Mitchell. Back home, my
country has yet to recover from the failed economic policies of the
past few decades. Fringe parties, from the Communists on the left
to the neo-Nazis on the right, have taken advantage of the people’s
frustrations. Both have come out advocating violence as a means to
deal with Greece’s political problems, both domestically and
internationally. My views on non-violence don’t sit well with them.
However, until today, there had only been threats, not outright
attacks.”

“We were lucky today,” Mitchell said.

“Yes. However, I fear their failure will only
embolden them. That is why I am heading to Washington. If a
diplomatic solution can be found to ease the tensions between
Greece and Turkey, then these radicals will have no steam left in
their sails to continue advocating violence.”

“I wish you luck with that,” said
Jackson.

Up ahead, the road appeared. After checking
that it was safe to proceed, Jackson turned the banged-up Mercedes
onto the road and gunned the engine. As far as they were all
concerned, the sooner they were at the bottom of the hill, the
better.

Less than a minute later, the welcoming sound
of police sirens filled the air. They pulled over. Mitchell and
Jackson put away their pistols and waited for the police to
arrive.

 


After seeing Mrs. Milos safely onto a plane
bound for Washington D.C. accompanied by four Federal Agents,
Mitchell and his people returned to the local police station. They
spent the next few hours filling out statements and offering what
information they could about the attack. The women at the lodge
were taken to a nearby hotel and placed under guard until flight
arrangements could be made for them to return home safely. A couple
of hours later, they all walked into the bar at their hotel and
ordered a round of drinks.

“It was incredible,” Sam said, recounting
their adventure in the caves. “I’ve never seen so many bats in one
place in my life. Scared the bejeezus out of me.”

“Well, Jackson’s improvised off-road driving
scared the bejeezus out of me, so I know how you felt, Sam,” Ryan
said with a wink as he took a long sip of his beer.

Nate looked injured. “Hey, I got us out
alive, didn’t I?”

Before long, fatigue and one too many drinks
began to cloud Mitchell’s mind. Cognizant of the fact that he owed
his boss, General O’Reilly, a quick call, followed by one to his
girlfriend, Jennifer March, he excused himself and headed upstairs
to his room. One nagging thought kept returning to the forefront:
Who were the people who had attacked the lodge? And why did he
have the sinking feeling his team wasn’t done with them?
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Polaris Headquarters

Albany, New York

 


At the back of the main headquarters building, under
a bright and cloudless sky, a festive celebration was in full
swing. Music played over the loudspeakers, and Nate Jackson was
keeping a watchful eye over several BBQs, loaded with sizzling
steaks and chicken. Mitchell and Jen walked through the crowd,
carrying small coolers, handing out beer and pop to the people
enjoying a rare, quiet day at Polaris.

The creation of Major-General Jack O’Reilly,
U.S. Army (retired), Polaris Operations (Global) was a private
security organization that focused on solving other people’s
problems. Polaris employees were specialists in training various
military, police, and civilian organizations from all around the
globe. They helped others to learn new skills in order to survive
in an increasingly volatile world, where the threat was
asymmetrical and no longer confined to just nation states.

General Jack O’Reilly watched his people
having a good time, noting that it had been far too long since they
had taken a day off from training. He had ditched his usual suit
for a pair of khaki slacks and a dark-blue polo shirt. Although
almost sixty, O’Reilly kept himself in superb shape and enjoyed
running ten kilometers a day before he came to work. His head was
smooth-shaven, and the only concession he gave to getting older was
the reading glasses that hung from his neck.

Seeing that everyone was in close enough
proximity, O’Reilly decided that it was time. He walked over to the
PA system. “Could I please have everyone’s attention? Why don’t you
all take a seat?” He waited for the crowd to settle, and silence to
fall. “Since I’m not one to give long-winded speeches, I’ll get
straight to the point. I’d like to ask Mike Donaldson to come here
and say hi to everyone as my new deputy.”

With a look that encompassed both pride and
embarrassment on his face, Donaldson rose from his seat at his
picnic table and walked over beside O’Reilly. Donaldson, a former
intelligence lieutenant colonel with the U.S. Air Force, stood out
in the crowd. He was quite tall, with a full head of white hair.
Donaldson seemed to be perpetually stuck in a bit of a time warp,
as he preferred wearing clothes that would be more in tune with the
fashions of the 1970s than today. Up until moments ago, he had been
the head of the intelligence section at Polaris.

After shaking Donaldson’s hand, O’Reilly
tapped the microphone to once again get everyone’s attention. He
looked out at the people he had come to respect and admire. Some,
like Mitchell, had become part of his life. He and his wife had
never had any children, and he looked at Mitchell as the son they
never had.

O’Reilly smiled and lifted up his half-empty
beer can. “Folks, before we dig into that delicious-smelling food,
I have one other announcement to make. As Mike has been promoted
out of his old job and into the world of mind-numbing
administration, we have another vacancy that I need to fill.
Therefore, it gives me great pleasure to announce that starting
tomorrow, Miss Fahimah Nazaria will be the new head of the
intelligence section. Come up here and join us, Fahimah.”

Fahimah appeared as proud and embarrassed as
Donaldson had been at the unexpected promotion. Fahimah, a
beautiful Iraqi-American with multiple degrees in Middle-Eastern
studies, was a favorite of Mitchell’s team, so she got a loud
standing ovation from the group of them. Dressed in a long,
dark-blue outfit with matching headscarf, Fahimah walked over and
joined O’Reilly.

Mitchell turned to Jen, who also worked in
the intelligence section. “Does this mean that you’re in line for a
raise as well?”

She shook her head. “General O’Reilly spoke
to me in the hallway about an hour ago and told me what was about
to happen. I’m far too junior an analyst to replace someone as
experienced as Fahimah; besides, I’m happy doing what I do. I think
he already has a person in mind, though.”

“Who?” asked Mitchell.

Jen shrugged her shoulders. “He wouldn’t
say.”

They seated themselves again at their table,
and were quickly joined by Sam and Cardinal. They listened to
O’Reilly speak for a few minutes, thanking everyone for all of
their hard work over the past year.

Ryan Mitchell glanced over at his girlfriend
and smiled. She was without doubt the best thing that had ever
happened to him in his entire life. Not only gorgeous, with a trim,
athletic body, a well-proportioned face with deep, mahogany-colored
eyes, warm brown skin, and short, caramel-colored hair, but she was
also highly intelligent and well-educated.

“I can see you staring,” said Jen. “Pay
attention to the general, not me.”

“I can’t help myself. The general isn’t half
as good looking as you are.”

“That may be so, but he pays the bills.”

General O’Reilly wrapped up his speech, and
people began to wander over to the BBQs, looking to get some lunch.
Ryan noticed O’Reilly heading in their direction, stopping to shake
hands with several of his employees along the way.

“Sir, you couldn’t have picked a better pair
for promotion,” said Mitchell.

“Yeah, it wasn’t too hard,” replied O’Reilly.
“I wasn’t going to go outside of the organization when I had the
talent here right under my nose.”

Mitchell decided to dig for info. “Jen says
that you have someone in mind to replace Fahimah.”

O’Reilly smiled. “Yes, I do, and until I
finish interviewing her, her name is going to remain my
secret.”

“Wow, an all-female intelligence section. I
may have to switch jobs,” joked Cardinal.

“Not likely,” said Sam with an evil
glare.

O’Reilly chuckled, taking a sip of beer and
refraining from further comment.

Mitchell decided to change topics. “Sir, did
you ever hear back from the FBI about the attack on the Fairway
Lodge? I’m curious to know if they ever identified any of the
attackers.”

“As a matter of fact, I was on the phone with
an old friend of mine just before coming down here. After
double-checking their dental records, it would appear that the
deceased were already dead.”

Jen shook her head. “Sorry, sir, I’m not
following you.”

“All of the men were listed as having been
killed in the line of duty.”

“Ghosts,” observed Sam.

“Precisely,” said O’Reilly. “They were all
former soldiers or policemen who’d vanished from their old lives
and been given new identities so they could come and go as they
pleased without ever arousing suspicion. What is troubling is that
Interpol says that they were a real mix of people. Most were Greek,
while others were Romanian or Dutch. The FBI believes they were
mercenaries hired to kill Mrs. Milos.”

“I think I’m going to have to pay more
attention to Mrs. Milos from now on,” said Jen.

“I’m glad you mentioned that,” said O’Reilly.
“I’d like a full staff briefing on her and her political views. It
may help identify the attackers. Also, I’d like you to look at the
situation brewing in the Aegean Sea as soon as you can put an
overview together.”

Mitchell grinned. “Way to volunteer for extra
work, Jen.”

She shook her head and playfully hit Mitchell
on the arm. “Well, if I’m working, that means less time for
you.”

Mitchell pretended to pout.

General O’Reilly’s phone buzzed. “Excuse me a
second, folks. Diane wants me to give her a call. She says it’s
urgent,” announced O’Reilly as he stood. With a troubled look on
his face, O’Reilly headed back into the office building.

Ryan watched him go with concern. But rather
than speculate on his boss’ personal life, he turned his attention
to the BBQ. “Come on, team—let’s grab some food. I’m starving,” he
said.

 


O’Reilly walked to the reception area of his
office. Tammy Spencer, his executive assistant, was sitting at her
desk busily typing. As always, she was immaculately dressed,
wearing a blue suit with a white, open-necked blouse.

O’Reilly stopped at her desk and said,
“Tammy, you should head outside and grab some lunch before it’s all
gone.”

“Sir, Diane gave me a quick call before she
called you. I’ll wait until you’re done with your call before I get
something to eat. I told Nate to cook me up a steak medium rare,
just the way I like it. And it had better be there when I go down,
or there’ll be hell to pay,” she replied, with a gentle smile.

O’Reilly chuckled quietly as he stepped into
his office that overlooked the front of the building. He took a
seat behind
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