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1

Trondheim, Norway

May 9th, 1945

 


The ground was coming up fast.

Captain Nils Larsen gritted his teeth and
prepared to land. He recalled his training, closed his legs, and
waited. Larsen had jumped twice before, but this was his first time
landing at night. The instant his feet touched the grassy field, he
fell to the side, allowing his calves and then his hips to roll,
lessening the impact on the rest of his body. Deathly afraid of
heights, jumping out of a perfectly serviceable aircraft made no
sense whatsoever to Larsen, but it came with the job, and it was
not one the young Norwegian officer relished. Relieved not to have
broken any bones, he let out his breath and scrambled to his feet
in the dark. Larsen grabbed hold of his parachute’s risers and
rushed to haul in his chute.

Around him, the rest of his ten-man team
landed safely in the pre-arranged landing zone, and hurried to
collapse their parachutes, as well. A dozen sturdy containers lay
sprawled about the field, their parachutes waving in the
breeze.

Larsen ran to the nearest tube-like canister,
flipped open the hasps, and opened it. Inside was a motorbike with
collapsible handlebars. Larsen grabbed hold of the bike and hauled
it out of the container, flipped up the handlebars into place, and
started its single-cylinder, two-stroke engine to make sure it
still worked. The engine sputtered to life, eliminating one of
Larsen’s fears. The motorcycles were a larger, more robust,
experimental model than the older bikes he had used in France,
which to Larsen looked like miniature motorbikes used by clowns in
a circus.

“Captain Larsen, is that you?” asked a
soldier with sergeant’s stripes on his camouflage smock.

“Yes, it is, Sergeant Harr,” replied Larsen,
recognizing his second-in-command’s voice. Standing next to his
sergeant was a young woman in civilian clothes, cradling a shotgun
in her arms.

“Sir, this is Agnes,” said Harr. “She’s our
contact with the local resistance.”

“Good morning,” said Larsen, shaking Agnes’
hand. He knew that wasn’t her real name, but it didn’t matter. They
both had a job to do.

“Good morning, Captain, you’re bloody late,”
the resistance fighter bluntly responded.

“It couldn’t be helped. The airport in
England was fogged in, forcing us to move to an alternate airfield
in southern Scotland.”

Agnes looked to the east. “It’ll be dawn in
under half an hour.”

Larsen bristled. “So be it.”

Agnes brought up a hand. “I’m sorry, Captain,
it’s been a long few days, dodging the SS and their Quisling
allies. They’re desperate to settle some old scores before the
Allies get here.”

Larsen felt for the nerve-shattered woman,
and softened his tone. “I’m sorry. However, the nightmare is almost
over. As for the Quislings, I can assure you that they’re going to
get what’s coming to them.”

Agnes smiled. “It’s good to speak to a
Norwegian soldier after all these years under Nazi occupation.”

“No doubt. Is it still quiet on the
objective?”

“Yes, sir. The last time I spoke with my
lookout in the harbor, he said it’s all quiet. It would appear that
no one knows you’re coming.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way.”

“Here, take this, sir,” said Harr, handing
Larsen a Thomson submachine gun from one of their equipment
containers.

“Thanks.” Larsen slammed home a full
magazine, and slung the SMG over his back. “Do we have everyone,
Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir. I’m pleased to report that no one
suffered so much as an ankle sprain during the landing.”

“Thank God for that. The bikes?”

“It looks like they all survived the drop, as
well.”

A wave of relief washed over Larsen. He’d
expected at least one or two serious injuries during the landing.
Although there were only ten men, including himself, they were the
first Allied troops to land in Norway. Within hours, thousands of
battle-hardened British paratroopers would arrive to supervise the
German surrender to the Norwegian authorities. However, he and his
men still had a different assignment to fulfill, and time was
running out.

“Shall I get the men ready?” asked Harr.

Larsen checked the time. “Yes. I want to be
on the road as soon as possible.”

Harr nodded and ran off to pass on the
orders.

Larsen dug out a map for one last quick check
of the route he intended to follow.

Agnes pointed to an intersection in the
middle of Trondheim. “There’s a German roadblock there, but the men
standing guard know the war is over and probably won’t offer any
resistance. From what I’ve seen, most of the German Army is ready
to surrender. It’s only a few diehards in the SS and Kriegsmarine
who seem unable to fathom that they lost, and the war is over.”

“All I can say is to hell with any Germans
who get in my way.” Larsen righted his bike and sat down on its
seat.

Agnes patted Larsen on the shoulder. “Good
luck and good hunting, Captain.”

Larsen revved his bike’s small but powerful
engine. “I can see on your face that you don’t approve of the
bikes.”

Agnes shrugged. “They don’t look too sturdy
to me.”

“I wanted to use Jeeps, but that would have
forced us to use gliders, and the best place to land those would
have been the airport, ruining any chance of taking the Germans by
surprise. I know we look like a motorcycle gang, not commandos, but
it’s this or nothing.”

“Then, bikes it is.”

Larsen did up his helmet’s chinstrap, pulled
down his goggles, and revved his bike’s engine once more. Just
before he left, Larsen slid on a white armband to show the Germans
he and his men hadn’t come looking for a fight. Larsen leaned over
the handlebars, drove out onto the road, and watched proudly as his
team fell into line behind him. Satisfied that they were ready to
go, Larsen brought an arm over his head and pointed down the road
toward Trondheim.

It didn’t take long for his team to catch up
with a German troop convoy making its way into the city. The last
thing he wanted was to get stuck in traffic. So, Larsen gunned his
engine and weaved through the trucks, barely missing some by mere
inches in his haste. His heart raced in his chest as he sped past
the lead vehicle. There was nothing now between him and his
objective.

 


A clocktower in the middle of the city rang out,
informing the sleepy citizens of Trondheim that it was five in the
morning.

Two German soldiers lazily paced back and
forth in front of a sandbag bunker that once held a machine gun,
now locked away, for the imminent capitulation. One of the men, a
corporal, stopped and raised his head slightly, listening to a
buzzing noise on the wind that seemed to grow closer by the
second.

“Do you hear that?” asked the corporal.

The soldier’s partner, a young private,
removed his coal shuttle helmet and listened. “Yes, I do, Corporal.
I wonder what it is?”

“I don’t know.” The corporal looked up at the
clock on the tower. “The war may be over, but the citywide curfew
is still in effect until 0600 hours.”

Suddenly, a soldier in a British uniform,
hunched over the handlebars of a speeding motorbike, came into
view. The rider saw the roadblock barring his way and drove up onto
the sidewalk around the Germans without stopping. Before either
guard could react, more soldiers sped past the stunned Germans,
heading for the harbor. The corporal raised his hands to try and
flag the last two British soldiers down. To his surprise, the
motorcyclists came to a sudden screeching halt and leaped off their
bikes with pistols drawn. The corporal and his companion were under
strict orders not to fire on any allied soldiers unless absolutely
forced to, so they froze in place like statues.

“Good morning, Corporal,” said one of the
paratroopers in German, pointing his pistol at the German’s chest.
“My name is Sergeant Ullman of the Special Air Service. Hand us
your weapons, and no one will get hurt.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” stammered the corporal,
removing his rifle and handing it to Ullman, as did the man’s
comrade.

“What is your name, Corporal?”

“Kruger.”

Ullman glanced up at the telephone wires
leading to the bunker. “Does your telephone still work, Corporal
Kruger?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“Good. Are you in contact with the
harbor?”

Kruger nodded.

“Excellent news,” said Ullman. “Corporal, I
want you to call ahead and let them know an Allied patrol is coming
their way, and that they are to let them pass. If anyone tries to
stop them, they’ll be held accountable by the Allied powers for
their actions. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

Ullman looked over at his colleague. “Nordin,
watch the other man while the corporal and I make that call.”

The other soldier, a grizzled veteran of the
German invasion of his homeland, smiled menacingly at the youthful
German private. “It’ll be my pleasure.”

Ullman seized his colleague by the arm.
“Nordin, this is about liberation, not revenge. Got it?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” responded Nordin, barely
masking the hatred he felt for their German captives.

“There are ten of us against 35,000 Germans,
so let’s not give them a reason to fire on us.” Ullman let Nordin
go and motioned at the bunker. “Come on, Corporal Kruger, get the
lead out. We’ve got a call to make.”

 


Excitement surged through Larsen’s body as he
approached the harbor; after weeks of hard training, he was close
to fulfilling the most critical mission of his life. In the gray
light of early morning, he could make out the massive, square,
concrete submarine pen. He suppressed a chuckle when a detachment
of dumbfounded German soldiers raised a wooden barrier on the road
and stepped aside to let them pass. Larsen drove straight for the
front entrance, barely slowing down as he jumped from his bike. He
ripped off his goggles and helmet and dropped them by his feet
before drawing his sidearm and placing his distinctive tan-colored
beret on his head.

With Sergeant Harr by his side, Larsen yanked
open a door and pushed aside a German guard before dashing down a
flight of stairs onto a concrete dock. The rest of Larsen’s
highly-trained team broke down into pairs, and hurried to secure
the sub pen before any of the docked U-boats could leave. Halfway
down the passageway, a door swung open. A German Naval commander,
accompanied by a squad of sailors with weapons in their hands,
stepped out and blocked Larsen and Harr’s path.

“Halt!” ordered the commander in
Norwegian.

Larsen was having none of the officer’s
nonsense, and plowed into the arrogant man, knocking him off his
feet.

Harr unslung his SMG and aimed it at the
closest sailor with some stripes on his arms. “Drop your weapon, or
you’ll be the first to die.”

The wide-eyed sailor tossed his rifle to the
ground, as did his comrades. No one wanted to be a hero now that
the war was over.

Larsen kicked the commander’s pistol off the
side of the dock and into the cold, dark water. He looked over at
the three submarines tied to the pier and swore. There should
have been four.

“Sergeant, watch our prisoners,” said Larsen,
running as fast as his legs could carry him to the far end of the
pen. He slid to a stop and yelled at the top of his lungs as a
submarine’s conning tower entered a whirling fog bank and vanished
from sight. Five minutes. Five damned minutes was all he needed.
But now it was too late. His quarry had gotten away.

“Captain Larsen!” called out one of his
men.

Still shaking with anger, Larsen stormed back
inside the concrete bunker. Angrily, he yelled, “Yes, what is
it?”

“Down here, sir.”

Larsen grabbed a ladder’s railings and
climbed down onto the floor adjacent to the docked German
submarines. His blood turned cold when he spotted a row of dead men
dressed in rags, with their hands tied behind their backs. The
murdered men each had a hole in the back of their heads.

“I think they’re Soviet prisoners,” reported
Lance-Corporal Hagen, holding up a moth-eaten cap with a red star
on it.

“Bastards!” snarled Larsen, scrambling back
up the ladder. He spotted the German Commander brushing some dirt
off his uniform, and strode straight toward him. The officer opened
his mouth to say something when Larsen hauled back his SMG and
butt-stroked the stunned Nazi, knocking him to the hard floor.

“Sir!” objected Sergeant Harr. “Remember your
orders.”

“Not now, Sergeant,” snapped Larsen. He
brought his weapon to his shoulder and aimed at the German’s head.
“You have one chance, and one chance only, to stay alive. Tell me
everything you know about the sub that just sailed away, and who
gave the order to murder those Soviet POWs.”

The commander’s eyes widened. His hands
trembled like a leaf. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Wrong answer!” yelled Larsen, firing a round
into the floor next to the German’s head. The blast echoed through
the vast chamber. “Try again.”

The German cried out in fear. “All right,
I’ll tell you what I know, but you have to understand that my men
and I had nothing to do with UX-235, or those poor, wretched
souls.”

“UX… What the hell is that?”

“A brand new, experimental, long-range
U-boat.”

“You had better not be lying to me, because
you’re about ten seconds away from death.”

“I’m not! I wasn’t on duty when the order to
sail came in from a high-ranking officer on Grand Admiral Donitz’s
staff. The next thing I knew, the SS were forcing those poor,
Russian POWs at gunpoint to load at least a dozen heavy, wooden
crates into the submarine before she sailed.”

“What was in those crates?”

The commander shook his head. “I don’t
know.”

Larsen took a step closer and laid his SMG’s
muzzle on the commander’s forehead. “Try harder.”

“Please, I’m begging you. I have no idea what
was loaded inside the sub. The POWs may have, and that is why they
were murdered.”

Larsen raised his weapon and paused to think.
“Why would one of Donitz’s officers order a U-boat to sail, after
peace has been formally declared?”

The German officer composed himself and got
to his feet. “Captain, I’m not speaking for my men or myself. But
for some, this war isn’t over.”

 



 


2.

Riyadh - Saudi Arabia

November 20th, 1979

 


Daniel Warrington sat up in bed and looked, dazedly,
around his darkened room. Someone was pounding loudly on the front
door. Something didn’t feel right. Daniel slid out of bed, crept to
his bedroom door, and placed an ear against it. He could just make
out his parents arguing in the hallway. Both sounded scared. He
heard his uncle’s name spoken angrily by his mother.

“What’s going on?” asked Darcy, Daniel’s
younger brother.

“I don’t know,” he replied, moving away from
the door.

Darcy crawled out of his bed, grabbed his
favorite teddy bear, and joined his brother. Suddenly, the door
opened, and light flooded in from the hallway.

Their mother stood there, in a long, blue
housecoat. “Boys, hurry and get dressed,” she said.

“Why, Mama?” asked Darcy, rubbing the sleep
from his eyes.

“Because I told you to. Now, hurry and get
dressed.”

The boys heard the sense of urgency in their
mother’s voice and dashed back to their dressers. Still
half-asleep, they quickly threw on some mismatched clothes. They
ran out into the hallway and met their mother, carrying a suitcase
in her hands.

Daniel noticed that their mother was wearing
far more gold jewelry around her neck than she ever had before.

“Come on,” said their mother, taking Darcy by
the hand and rushing them down the stairs to a waiting car. None of
what was happening made any sense to Daniel. With every second that
passed, he grew more and more afraid.

Their father opened a back door and hurriedly
helped the boys take a seat.

Daniel felt Darcy take his hand. Neither boy
said a word, but they could see fear in their parents’ eyes.

The moment their mother was in the car, their
father slammed his door closed and started the Mercedes. He drove
out of their walled compound and out into the night. Instead of
taking the usual route downtown, he turned off on a side road,
adding to Daniel’s fears.

“Are you sure about the news?” asked the
children’s mother.

“Yes. I called Hussein, and he said the Grand
Mosque is under attack,” responded their father.

“And Dereck?”

“If Juhyman al-Otybi is there, Dereck’s bound
to be by his side. I told that bloody idiot not to get involved
with Saudi tribal politics. But he wouldn’t listen, and now look
what’s happened.”

Daniel had heard about the Grand Mosque and
its importance to the Muslim religion at his private school. So, if
something terrible was happening there, it couldn’t be good. But
why did that scare his parents so? “Mom, what’s going on?” he
asked.

“Hush, my child,” she answered curtly.

“Is Uncle Dereck in trouble?”

“Daniel, please, no more questions. Your
father needs to concentrate.”

Daniel sat back, more confused than before.
Why were they fleeing in the middle of the night? They hadn’t done
anything wrong, so why would they run for their lives?

Out of the dark, a row of blinding lights lit
up the dirt road. Daniel’s father slammed his foot on the gas pedal
and turned the wheel hard over in his hands. Sand sprayed in the
air as the Mercedes’ tires spun, trying to gain traction. Someone
on a loudspeaker called out in Arabic for them to stop.

Darcy cried out in terror, and held on to his
brother’s hand for dear life.

Just as the car was about to swerve back onto
a paved road, gunfire erupted from behind them. The rear windshield
shattered, spraying glass on the boys, who screamed. Another burst
hit the vehicle’s rear, perforating the trunk, and destroying one
of the rear warning lights.

Their father revved the engine for all it was
worth and brought the front tires onto the road. He drove away from
the police checkpoint into the desert, trying to escape.

“Is everyone okay back there?” called out
their father.

“I’m okay, I think,” replied Daniel. He
looked over at his brother, slumped over on the back seat, and gave
him a nudge on the arm. “Hey, Darcy, are you all right?”

When his brother didn’t respond, Daniel
grabbed him by the shoulder and shook him harder. “Darcy, quit
pretending you’re asleep.”

When his brother didn’t answer him, Daniel
placed an arm around his brother and sat him up in the seat. His
hand felt wet. In the dim light, Daniel brought it up and saw that
it was covered in a sticky, dark wetness. Daniel’s heart sank.

“Darcy, Darcy!” he cried, desperate to wake
his brother up. Unfortunately, there was nothing he or anyone else
could do. His younger brother was dead, and they were fugitives
from the House of Saud.

 



 


3.

Present Day

Tibesti Mountains – Chad

 


Ryan Mitchell grabbed a collapsible chair and took a
seat in the shade of a shack so dilapidated that it looked like it
was about to collapse. He rested his M4 carbine on his lap, and
wiped the glistening sweat from his brow. Mitchell’s sweat-stained
clothes were a mix of civilian and military gear. After a day in
the sun, his throat was drier than the desert all around him. He
opened his canteen and took a long swig of lukewarm water. It
tasted metallic, but it was still better than nothing. With his
thirst barely quenched, Mitchell screwed the cap back on and slid
his canteen back into its pouch. A thick, brown beard with hints of
gray covered most of his tanned face. His sharp, blue-green eyes
focused on a spotted hyena, lazily jogging past him with a snake
hanging limply from its mouth. Life was simple here. In Africa's
harsh and unforgiving deserts, it was kill or be killed.

From the air, the camp looked as though a
group of nomadic farmers had taken over a long-abandoned air force
base. Several flocks of sheep tended by young boys, some old tents,
and a few camels added to the masquerade. When not training, the
terrorist recruits spent most of their time out of sight in one of
several hardened airplane hangars lining the sand-covered
runway.

A recorded, lyrical call to prayer sang out
over the camp’s loudspeakers, calling the faithful to their
afternoon prayers. After more than a month at the training site,
Mitchell knew the prayer times inside and out. So, he sat back and
watched, as most of the people in the camp picked up their prayer
mats, assembled between two of the hangars, and faced Mecca to
recite their prayers.

A stocky man with a bushy, salt-and-pepper
beard walked over, picked up a folding chair, and sat next to
Mitchell. “This is getting bloody tiresome, eh, Kyle?” said the
man, with a strong, South African accent, using Mitchell’s alias.
“It’s a bloody waste of time, if you ask me: five times a day, day
in and day out. And for what? Do they honestly believe God cares if
they pray on their knees to him or not?”

Mitchell stared straight ahead, staying in
character. “It’s their call, Johan. I don’t get paid to think about
religion. Neither do you. These people are paying us a small
fortune to help train their recruits. Outside of that, I couldn’t
give a damn what these people do.”

Johan hit Mitchell on the arm. “Yeah, you’re
right.” He turned his head and spat out a mouthful of tobacco
juice, almost hitting a scorpion scurrying under his feet. “So,
what are you going to do with your money when we get out of this
godforsaken land?”

Mitchell shrugged. “I hadn’t thought about
it. At least, not yet.”

“I have. I’m going to fly to Bali and get
drunk for a week while I try out the local cuisine, if you know
what I mean.”

“Johan, for the love of God, you’re older
than me. Don’t you think chasing after bikini-clad,
eighteen-year-old girls forced into prostitution to survive is a
little bit sad?”

John grinned and shook his head. “Nah,
they’re looking to get paid, and I’ll have the cash, won’t I?”

A shudder ran down Mitchell’s spine. The man
was a pig. If he didn’t have a job to do, he would have long ago
smashed in Johan’s teeth. “It’s your life. Just don’t come crying
to me when you get some tropical disease and your junk falls
off.”

Johan grinned, exposing his tobacco-stained
teeth. “Yeah, but what a way to go.”

The prayers ended, and the faithful wandered
back to their tents to put away their mats. Aside from one Algerian
recruit, the remainder were a mix of Europeans and North
Americans.

“It looks like Alhanov wants to speak with
us,” said Johan, nudging Mitchell.

A portly man in his fifties, wearing a
freshly starched set of combat fatigues, waved at the men,
beckoning them to join him in his tent.

“I wonder what he wants?” said Mitchell,
getting to his feet.

“He probably wants us to stay a day longer to
make up the training his men lost praying,” mused Johan.

“Whatever. Another day here is another five
grand in our pockets.”

“When you put it that way, what’s not to like
about another day in this hellhole?”

They walked over and joined Alhanov inside a
comfortable, air-conditioned tent hidden inside an old hangar. His
was the only accommodations with a generator to power his computer,
television, lights, and a well-stocked refrigerator. While Mitchell
and Johan slept on used army cots in a surplus army tent, Alhanov
had a bed with freshly washed sheets on it.

“Gentlemen, please come in and get out of the
heat,” said Alhanov, a veteran of the Russian-Chechnyan wars.
Mitchell noticed a faded patch on Alhanov’s shirt that consisted of
a snake coiled around a lightning bolt. It closely resembled the
pin sent to General O’Reilly nearly six months ago, as a warning
that his life was forfeit. Alhanov wiped the sweat from his brow.
“I swear this place is worse than the deserts in Sudan.”

Mitchell’s pulse quickened. “I didn’t know
you’d been to Sudan.”

“Yes, I did some training there when I was
much younger. Would you gentlemen care for some sweet tea?”

“You wouldn’t happen to have a cold beer in
here, would you?” asked Johan, pretending to look around the
tent.

Alhanov chuckled. “You know alcohol of any
kind is forbidden in this camp. Yet you persist in asking for it
every time I invite you in for some tea.”

“I’m just busting your chops, Alhanov. I’d
love some tea. What about you, Kyle?”

Mitchell nodded. He actually liked the hot,
sugary tea the camp’s commander served. “Yeah, tea would be fine.”
Before taking his seat, Mitchell glanced over at Alhanov’s laptop
on a nearby table and noticed a small decorative box with its lid
open. Inside were several memory sticks. Mitchell and Johan laid
their carbines on the floor beside their chairs. Close enough that
they could grab them at a moment’s notice.

A minute later, a young server returned with
three glasses and a silver pot filled with freshly brewed tea.
Alhanov dismissed the boy and poured the tea himself. He picked up
his glass and smiled. “Gentlemen, here’s to you and the excellent
training you have provided for my latest batch of true believers.
It’s too bad that the pursuit of money and not the love of Allah
fills your hearts. Both of you would have made perfect
recruits.”

Mitchell sat forward. “Sir, Johan and I
appreciate your hospitality, but we’re not in this for your
religion, or your politics. Instead, as you so succinctly pointed
out, we’re in it for the money.”

“Yes, you are. Still, a man can dream, can’t
he?”

Mitchell saw a hint of disappointment in
Alhanov’s dark-brown eyes as he sat back and sipped his tea,
leaving him to wonder if it was him or his skills Alhanov was going
to miss.

“Nice tea,” said Johan, toasting their host.
“Just the right amount of sugar.”

“Mister Alhanov, as much as I enjoy your
hospitality and your air-conditioned tent, there has to be a reason
why you asked us to join you,” said Mitchell.

Alhanov nodded. “Yes. Of course. I must send
a report to my benefactor by noon tomorrow, outlining the recruits’
training. He’d like to know which ones I see as nothing better than
suicide bomber material, and the ones who have the potential to be
sleeper agents. You two gentlemen trained them, so I’d like to know
your thoughts before I send my report.”

“That’s not going to be easy to do,” said
Johan. “We may have trained them, but Kyle and I never got to know
them very well. They kept to themselves, and so did we, when we
weren’t training together.”

Mitchell nodded. “He’s right. I can tell you
which ones can shoot straight and make improvised explosive devices
without blowing themselves up. Apart from that, I never wanted to
get to know your people. They were just a job to Johan and me,
nothing more. Their religious fervor and commitment to the cause
was your responsibility, not ours.”

“I thought you might say that,” said Alhanov,
with a shrug. “I think the two Swedes and the one young man from
England with their blond hair and blue eyes will make the best
sleeper agents. The rest are okay, but mainly expendable. I’ve been
doing this for years, and it’s been close to ten years since we had
a decent batch of foreign volunteers.”

“I don’t envy you your job. Is that all you
wanted to discuss?” asked Mitchell, checking the time.

“Yes, other than to invite you back here for
one last meal with me tonight, before we close down the camp
tomorrow.”

“Sure, why not. The food in the mess tent is
always a bit dodgy.”

“I’m in, too,” said Johan, patting his belly.
“I could use some decent food for a change.”

Alhanov stood. “Supper will be at 2000 hours.
I look forward to our last meal together.”

Mitchell and Johan picked up their weapons,
shook Alhanov’s hand, and walked back outside into the baking
heat.

“I think I’ll have a nap, and then do some
packing,” said Johan.

Mitchell brought his arms up over his head
and stretched to the left. “Sounds like a plan.” He lowered his
arms and ran his right hand over the brim of his cap, flashing four
fingers twice. “Until later, Johan.”

Johan nodded. “See you then.”

Mitchell stood, staring at the bleak, rocky
mountains surrounding the camp for a few seconds, before strolling
back to his tent to pack.

 



 


4.




“Game on,” said Gordon Cardinal to himself, as he
looked through a high-powered, spotter scope. He tracked Mitchell
until he disappeared inside his tent to make sure his friend didn’t
try to communicate any further signals. Cardinal, dressed in a
multi-cam uniform, crawled back from his concealed observation
post, and slid down inside a cave entrance. Right away, he felt the
temperature difference between the cool cave and the roasting
outside air. Cardinal unwound his headscarf and ran a hand through
his short, black hair.

Nate Jackson and Sam Chen saw him, and jumped
to their feet in anticipation.

“What’s the word?” asked Jackson.

“Ryan flashed four fingers twice,” replied
Cardinal.

“2000 hours,” said Sam. “Thank God for that.
I don’t think I could have taken another night in here with you
two.”

“How come?” asked Jackson.

“Because you both snore. I’m not sure who
snores the worst; all I do know is that I’m getting tired of
it.”

“I’m not that bad, am I?” queried
Cardinal.

“Hon, you drown out airplanes flying overhead
when you snore.”

“Oh, I didn’t know it was that bad. I guess I
should see a doctor about my snoring when we get back home.”

Sam brushed some dust from her husband’s
thick, black goatee. “I’ve been saying that for years. However, you
couldn’t hear me over your snoring.”

“I was listening. I just didn’t think it was
that annoying.”

“It is.” Although slightly shorter than her
husband, Samantha Chen was as fit and deadly as any man on the
team.

“That’s for another day.” Cardinal looked
deep into Sam’s dark-brown eyes. “I want you to be careful out
there tonight.”

“Gord, I’ll be okay. Just make sure that
anyone who tries to get within ten meters of me doesn’t get any
closer.”

“That’s a given. With only a small
administrative staff and some third-rate guards, I’ll be able to
handle the opposition from a kilometer away.”

“I have nothing to worry about, then. Do
I?”

“Hey, Gord, aren’t you going to worry about
me as well?” asked Jackson, stuffing his small pack with
explosives.

Cardinal shook his head. “Nope, you’re on
your own.”

“That’s not really fair,” protested
Jackson.

“Tell that to Ryan the next time you see him,
and see how much sympathy you get from him.”

“You know, this experience hasn’t been all
that bad,” said Jackson, cinching up his belt. “I think I’ve lost a
few pounds.”

“One night at home, and you’ll pack it all
back on,” said Sam.

Jackson’s satellite phone buzzed. He scooped
it up and glanced at the display screen. “It’s Yuri.”

“Let him know the party begins at 2000 hours
sharp,” said Cardinal. “If he could arrive a few minutes after
that, that would be perfect.”

“Will do.” Jackson walked to the cave
entrance to take the call.

Cardinal watched Sam prepare herself for the
coming fight. He knew she was the best at what she did, but he
always worried when she put her life in danger. It was going to be
an agonizingly long few hours until all of this was behind them,
and he could relax again.

 



 


5.




Mitchell closed the flaps to his tent so no one
could see him, and opened a small, plastic box hidden under his
cot. He reached inside and took hold of a tiny, near-invisible
earpiece, switched it on, and slid it into his right ear.

“Okay, folks, can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” responded
Cardinal.

“That’s always reassuring to know. Nate, pass
me a sitrep.”

“I’ve just finished planting the
charges,” said Jackson. “When you give the signal, this
place should light up like a Christmas tree.”

Mitchell grinned. “Thanks. Sam, how’s it
going?”

“I’m almost ready to go,” whispered
Sam. “There’s just one guard left between you and me, and he’s
about to go down.”

“Got it, Sam. Stay safe, and I’ll see you in
Alhanov’s tent. Nate and Gord, we’ll see you at the RV.” A vision
flashed in Mitchell’s mind of Sam, stalking her prey like a hungry
panther. The man didn’t stand a chance, but Mitchell didn’t feel
any sorrow for him. He’d picked his side, and that was all there
was to it.

“See you there,” replied Sam, while
Jackson and Cardinal reminded him that Yuri was on his way.

Mitchell felt the familiar mix of adrenaline
and fear surge through his veins. The day he no longer feared for
his life was the day he knew he’d have to pack it all in. He slid
his loaded pistol home into its holster, and slung his M4 over his
back. Mitchell stepped out into the darkness, and gazed up at the
millions of stars that sparkled in the night sky. It reminded him
of his youth, growing up on a farm in rural northern Minnesota,
standing in the fields and staring at the stars, wondering if
humans were truly alone in the galaxy. Mitchell cleared his mind of
such thoughts and focused on the job at hand. He waved at Johan
waiting outside of Alhanov’s hangar and walked to the man’s side. A
lone camp guard paced back and forth, yawning, his AK slung over
his shoulder.

“Is it that time already?” Mitchell asked
Johan.

The slovenly South African checked his watch.
“Three minutes to eight. I’d say you’re right on time.”

“Shall we?” said Mitchell, gesturing with a
bow at Alhanov’s tent.

Johan disdainfully pushed the guard to one
side and pulled open the entrance. Mitchell waited until Johan was
inside before turning and gesturing with his right hand at the
guard. He slipped inside the tent just as a silenced shot flew
through the valley. The guard never knew what hit him. His lifeless
body fell to the desert floor with a bloody hole in his chest.

Alhanov, his eyes as wide as saucers, jumped
to his feet. He looked around like a deer trapped in the
headlights. In a flash, Mitchell drew his pistol and struck it hard
on the Chechen’s face, breaking the man’s nose. Alhanov cried out
in pain. Tears filled his eyes as he dropped to his knees and
reached up for his broken nose.

Outside, a series of explosions ripped
through the camp, blasting apart a weapons storeroom and a fuel
storage shed. Mitchell nodded; he knew Jackson’s handiwork when he
heard it. In seconds, fear gripped the Al Qaeda recruits. They
rushed from their hangars, ready to fight, but only found death. In
seconds, several lay dead on the sand, victims of Cardinal’s superb
marksmanship. One of the terrorists saw a man drop to the sand with
a hole in his head, and panicked. He shot blindly into the night,
killing or wounding several of his comrades. Fear and confusion
reigned. A couple of French trainees tossed their weapons away and
fled for the safety of the desert, only to be shot down by Jackson,
taking cover in a dried-up riverbed.

“Coming in,” said Sam, in Mitchell’s
earpiece. The flaps to Alhanov’s tent flew open, and Sam rushed
inside dressed like one of the guards. There was a dark-crimson
stain on her borrowed shirt, and an IR strobe hung from her belt.
She yanked down her headscarf in front of Johan and aimed her M4 at
his head. “Hands up, big boy,” she warned.

Johan’s jaw dropped. He slowly raised his
hands.

“Gord, I’m in,” reported Sam. “I take it you
saw my strobe markers?”

“They were hard to miss,” he replied.
“Stay safe.”

“I will.”

“What the hell’s going on here, Kyle?” asked
a confounded Johan.

Mitchell spotted Alhanov foolishly fumbling
for a knife on his belt. He lashed out and kicked the terrorist’s
wrist, snapping it. Mitchell dropped to one knee and slammed it
hard on Alhanov’s back, winding him. At the same time, he jammed
his pistol against the man’s head. Mitchell turned his head
slightly to face Johan. “The name’s Ryan, not Kyle.”

“CIA?” asked Johan.

Sam snickered. “No.”

Mitchell heard a new voice in his earpiece.
“Ryan, this is Yuri. ETA to your location is two
minutes.”

“Two minutes, roger that,” he responded,
glancing upwards, as if he could somehow see through the roof of
the tent and the concrete hangar above it.

“Don’t worry, Ryan,” said Sam. “I placed
plenty of IR strobe lights all around the hangar. We’re going to
look like a 1970s disco through Yuri’s NVGs.”

“God, I hope so,” said Michell, as the
thunderous sound of Yuri’s helicopter’s blades slicing through the
air drowned out everything else in the valley.

 


“I can see four IR lights flashing on and off around
the second hangar from the right,” reported the Hind helicopter’s
nose gunner, a Zambian mercenary.

“Da, I see them, too,” said Yuri,
maneuvering the Soviet-era attack helicopter right over the top of
the hangar. Unlike the sleeker helicopters in the West, the Hind
looked more like a flying metal dragon than anything else. Yuri
slowly pivoted the chopper in the air. “Kuzma, you are free to
engage targets at will!”

The gunner looked down at a group of armed
rebels creeping toward Alhanov’s hangar, intent on helping their
master. A couple of men brought up their AKs and impotently fired
at the helicopter’s thickly armored underbelly. Kuzma calmly
selected his targets and prepared to unleash hell from above. He
cracked his neck and activated a Gatling gun under the helicopter’s
nose. In a flash, a murderous stream of bullets flew into the
insurgents and the camp, ripping apart everything they hit. In
seconds there wasn’t a soul left on his feet. Kuzma switched from
guns to rockets and shot a barrage of high explosive missiles into
any tent or structure still standing.

 


“Bloody hell,” uttered Mitchell, as thousands of
empty casings rained down onto the top of the hangar like
golf-ball-sized hail. The ground rocked beneath his feet as
multiple rocket strikes hit the terrorist training camp. In under a
minute it was over; the only people still alive were all in
Alhanov’s tent.

“Ryan, this is Yuri. There’s nothing else
left to engage.”

“Roger that. Thanks.”

“See you at the RV.” With that, the
Hind rose into the night sky and quickly vanished from sight. An
eerie silence fell over the burning camp.

“Up,” ordered Mitchell, hauling Alhanov to
his feet. He pushed the stunned Chechnyan back and aimed his pistol
at the man’s groin.

“Wait!” pleaded Alhanov. “Who the hell are
you, and what do you want? If it’s money, I can easily pay you
millions not to kill me.”

“This isn’t about money. It’s about the patch
on your arm.”

Alhanov glanced down at the old symbol and
shook his head. “I don’t understand. How the hell is that
important?”

“Let me help refresh your memory. Were you or
weren’t you in a camp like this in Sudan in 1992, with your
brother, Khazan?”

Alhanov struggled to swallow. “Yes, but how
did you know that?”

“According to a report one of my friends
found in the Deep Web, your brother was killed during an American
Special Forces raid on that camp. You, however, are a coward. So,
you hid and lived to fight another day. Unfortunately, the report
lacked a handful of pertinent details, like a decent picture of
you. But I don’t need one as you’ve all but confirmed my suspicions
here today.”

“What if this is all true? So what?”

Mitchell brought up his pistol and aimed at
Alhanov’s head. “The one thing about terrorists is they love their
anniversaries. It will soon be thirty years to the day that your
brother died, and I bet you thought it would be a good idea to
terrorize the man who shot your brother. So, six months ago, you
sent General Jack O’Reilly a silver pin as a warning that his life
was in danger.”

Alhanov raised his head slightly, trying to
bluff his way out with bravado. “So what if I did. Why do you
care?”

Mitchell pulled back on the trigger, firing
his pistol. The 9mm bullet struck Alhanov right between the eyes,
killing him instantly. “Because he’s my friend. That’s why.”

“What about this one?” Sam asked, gesturing
at Johan with her M4.

“Let him go,” Mitchell holstered his pistol.
“He’s not worth the price of a bullet.”

Johan let out his breath. “Thank you, Kyle,
er, I mean Ryan. I thought I was a dead man.”

Mitchell’s eyes narrowed. “You very nearly
were, Johan. If I ever hear that you’ve been training terrorist
recruits ever again, I’ll hunt you down and kill you myself. Got
it?”

“Loud and clear.”

“Get out, and good riddance.”

Johan turned on his heel and almost tripped
over the dead guard, running into the night.

“I see there’s no love lost between you two,”
said Sam, helping herself to Alhanov’s laptop and all of his memory
sticks.

“I can’t find the words to describe how much
I detested that man.”

Sam closed up her small pack and motioned to
the entrance. “Shall we get going?”

Mitchell nodded. He went to leave but stopped
for a moment. Still consumed with anger and rage, Mitchell bent
down and ripped the badge from Alhanov’s uniform so no one else
could ever copy it. He jammed it into a pocket, pulled the pin on a
thermite grenade and dropped it on the floor next to Alhanov’s
body, and hurried after Sam. In seconds, super-heated flames
consumed Alhanov’s corpse and the tent. Their job was done; it was
time to go home.

 



 


6.

Polaris Headquarters –
Present Day

 


Dark clouds rolled in from the east, threatening
rain.

Ryan Mitchell gave his wife, Jen, and their
daughter Sarah a hug and a quick kiss on the cheeks as they parted
ways. After dropping off their daughter Sarah at the onsite
daycare, Jen made her way to the basement, and her newly
refurbished office. Mitchell headed straight for the cafeteria, his
unofficial office, to meet up with Nate, Sam, and Gordon, his
teammates and closest friends in the world.

“Morning, Ryan,” said Jackson, handing
Mitchell a cup of freshly brewed coffee. As Sam had prophesied,
since coming home Jackson had put back on the weight he’d lost in
the desert. He ran a hand over his smoothly shaven head and looked
toward the windows facing the parking lot. “I take it you saw those
rainclouds rolling in?”

Mitchell nodded. “Yeah, they look dark and
ugly.”

“According to the radio, if it hasn’t begun
already, it’s going to rain all day.”

“If it ain’t raining, it ain’t training,”
remarked Sam with a wink.

Cardinal shook his head and groaned at his
wife’s cheesy remark.

“That may be true, but it makes for a lousy
day on the range, especially for our trainees from Nigeria who
aren’t as used to the unseasonably cold weather as we are,” said
Mitchell. “Let’s see if the indoor ranges are open, and if so,
let’s book them for the rest of the day before anyone else
does.”

“I’m already way ahead of you,” said
Cardinal. “I figured you wouldn’t want to waste a day of training
waiting for the rain to stop. So, I reserved the ranges for us when
I arrived here an hour ago with Sam. Captain Okafor, our Nigerian
liaison officer, knows to meet us there with his men at 0900
hours.”

“Thanks.”

“Since no one else was using them, I also put
in a request for us to use the close-quarter battle complex this
afternoon.”

Mitchell was impressed. “Good thinking. We
might as well use every hour the Nigerian Special Operations Team
is here to bring their skills up a notch or two.”

“And since we’re about to rotate back into
high readiness, I thought we could use the time to hone our
fighting skills at the end of the day, as well.”

“Once again, good thinking.” Mitchell
scrunched his brow. “You’re not after my job, are you?”

Cardinal chuckled. “Not today. Actually, it
was Sam who suggested we book the ranges.”

Sam smiled and waved at Mitchell. “You’re
welcome.”

“Speaking of high readiness,” said Jackson,
“do you have any idea what our next assignment might entail?”

Mitchell shook his head. “Let me see, now.
Alavar’s people are still on leave for another two weeks, and
Lancaster’s team is on its way back from Guatemala after a
successful hostage rescue mission down there. So, that leaves us,
and I’m just as much in the dark as you are regarding any future
ops.”

Jackson canted his head. “Ryan, please, do
you honestly want me to believe that? You’re married to the one
person in this entire organization who chats with the general at
least three times a day regarding possible missions. You must know
something.”

Mitchell shrugged. “If Jen knows something’s
afoot, she’s not telling me. All I know is that Jen and George have
been busy looking into the deteriorating political relations
between Iran and Saudi Arabia for the past month.”

Sam said, “A friend of mine over in Langley
told me that the CIA is pissed that we found and took out that
terrorist training camp in Chad before they even knew it existed.
She also said that they’re even madder that a private security
company provided them with the intelligence scoop of the decade,
when the general handed over Alhanov’s computer and his memory
sticks.”

“I’d heard that, too,” replied Mitchell.

“They’ll get over it,” said Jackson. “You
know how they are. Before long, they’ll be taking credit for the
whole thing, and that’s fine with me. If there is going to be any
blowback over the raid, I’d rather it was the CIA, not us, who
draws the wrath of any Al Qaeda wannabes.”

Cardinal got out of his seat. “Folks, sorry
to hurry things along, but as the designated range conducting
officer for the day, I suggest that we get moving. We’ve got some
range prep to do before the Nigerians arrive.”

“Yes, sir,” said Jackson mockingly.

“Is he always this bossy at home?” Mitchell
asked Sam.

She chuckled. “Gordon knows better than to
try this with me at home.”

 


Jen sat at her desk and switched her computer on.
While she waited for the machine to boot, Jen skimmed through a
pile of papers and magazines on her desk left for her by the night
duty staff. She looked for anything new happening in the world that
might be of interest to General O’Reilly.

George Cabral popped his head inside Jen’s
office. As expected, he was overdressed for the occasion. He wore a
crisp, blue suit with a white shirt and a dark red bowtie. “Jen,
I’m about to make a cup of peppermint tea and was wondering if
you’d like one?”

“Yes, please,” she responded. “A cup of tea
would be a nice change.”

“I thought you might say that.” He returned a
few minutes later, holding two cups of tea. The aroma of peppermint
hung in the air. “Here,” he said, handing Jen a cup.

“Thanks,” she responded, inhaling the
pleasant scent.

George took a seat. “Jen, I hope you don’t
mind, but I arrived here at six this morning and started putting
together a draft presentation on the worsening political situation
in Saudi Arabia and the potential impact a full-blown civil war
could have on the region.”

Jen raised an eyebrow. “Why on Earth would I
mind?”

“Because you assigned Iran, not Saudi Arabia,
to me.”

“George, anything you can do to help keep us
up-to-date is a good thing. With Fahimah gone, I’m glad to have you
down here with me. You’re more than capable of doing two or three
people’s work and still not miss a thing. Mike Donaldson was smart
to hire you.”

George blushed. “Thanks. I’m only trying to
do my job.”

“Yeah, and if you keep on going like you are,
you’ll be running Polaris one day.”

“Do you think so?”

“I know so.” Jen took a sip of her tea and
toasted George with her cup. “Perfect. Thanks.”

“I’m glad you like it. Although, to be
honest, I prefer tea over coffee.”

“Then we’ll have to have more tea breaks down
here.”

The phone on Jen’s desk rang. She picked it
up and answered the call. Seconds later, she hung up the phone.

“What’s up?” asked George.

Jen stood and grabbed her notebook. “The boss
wants to see me.”

“Is there something I need to worry
about?”

Jen shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.
While I’m gone, why don’t you print out your presentation, and we
can go over it together when I get back?”

“Will do.”

Jen took the elevator to the top floor, and
walked to Jack O’Reilly’s Executive Assistant’s outer office.
“Morning


























cover.jpg





