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Montsegur Castle, France – March 15, 1244

The rotting stench of death hung heavy in the air.

Roland Soubert peered over the parapet, his stomach churning. The barely-sixteen-year-old gnashed his teeth at the long procession of torches, like a winding serpent, creeping closer to the battered castle’s front gate. 

The king had declared the people trapped in the castle heretics and proclaimed a holy crusade against them. His army, tired of sitting in the mud at the base of the steep, rocky hill, had decided to end it all. Thirty men pushed and pulled a massive battering ram with a steel boar’s head up the narrow path toward the castle, signaling the beginning of the end. With fewer than one hundred people left inside the castle—all sick and emaciated—there was little they could do but stare helplessly at the instrument of their doom.

A gnarled hand touched Roland’s shoulder, startling him. He turned and met Prefect Roy’s gaze; the priest held a torch. The priest must have been over eighty, with long white hair and a beard that hung over the rope he wore as a belt. He only had one good eye; the other was milky white.

“Come, my boy, it is time for you to leave,” Roy murmured.

“No,” protested Roland. “I would rather die here with you than run away like a coward.”

Roy shook his head. “I know what your heart tells you, but God has chosen another path for you and your brothers. Come now, before it is too late.”

Roland reluctantly abandoned his post on the wall and followed Roy down to the courtyard, then into an empty storeroom carved into the rock beneath the castle. The air inside was cool, almost like a crypt, Roland thought. In the flickering candlelight, he spotted his younger brothers: Frederic, Jacob, and Bertrand. Fear filled their eyes.

Roy moved to a darkened corner and pointed at a wooden trapdoor. “Hurry, my children, we haven’t much time.”

Jacob nodded, obediently grabbed a metal ring, and hauled the door open. 

Roy shuffled his feet impatiently. “Roland, I want you to take charge and lead your brothers away from here.”

“But, Prefect, there must be ten thousand or more soldiers down there. How will we get through their camp without being spotted and killed for our beliefs?”

“Have faith, my son. God will guide you.”

Roland didn’t want to argue with the prefect in front of his brothers; the plan was doomed to fail. But who was he to question the will of the Lord? He raised his head. “Yes, Prefect, we will trust in God.”

“Good. At the bottom of this stairwell is a concealed door that leads out into the open. Head north until you reach the crossing over Debaillde Stream near the old willow tree. At first light, a man will meet you there with four horses, and for the love of God, don’t be late.”

“We won’t be, Prefect Roy. You have my word on it.”

“Good, now before you go, take these,” said Roy, pointing to four packs leaning against the wall. “Don’t open them until you reach your final destination. Inside, you will each find directions for what to do next. I chose you, boys, because I taught you to read and write, and, most importantly, the word of God.”

“Prefect, I’m scared,” said Frederic, the youngest of the four brothers.

“We are all scared, my son,” Roy said reassuringly. “Place your trust in God, and you will all live to see another day.”

Roland hefted his pack onto his back and was surprised by how heavy it was. He helped his brothers with their loads, then shook Roy’s hand one last time. “Goodbye, Prefect.”

Roy shook his head and smiled. “It is not goodbye; it’s more like until we meet again in heaven.”

“Yes, of course.” Roland released Roy’s hand, picked up a lit candle, and peered nervously at the narrow staircase leading into the unwelcoming depths of the hill. He glanced over his shoulder at his siblings. “Stay close, and for once in your lives, keep your mouths shut and do as I say.”

They all nodded and, reluctantly, followed their brother into the dark. Behind them, they heard the Prefect close the door. For the first time in their lives, the orphaned brothers were truly on their own.

Roland edged down the steep steps, careful not to slip and fall. Before long, sweat trickled down his brow. He wiped it from his eyes with the back of his soiled shirt and prayed they weren’t being sent to the slaughter, like sacrificial lambs. Prefect Roy was fond of his games and was as ruthless as the king when it came to getting his way. For all Roland knew, he and his siblings could be a diversion for something greater.

The stairs ended abruptly at a short wooden door. Roland doubted it was much taller than twelve-year-old Frederic. He handed his candle to Bertrand, then pressed his shoulder against the closed door and pushed hard. Jacob moved past Bertrand to help Roland. At first, it didn’t budge, and Roland’s heart sank, but eventually it moved, and with each breath the door creaked farther open until it was wide enough for them to slip out.

“Blow out that candle!” ordered Roland, fearing the light might give them away.

Bertrand nodded, extinguished the candle, and put it into a pocket, in case they needed it later. Darkness enveloped the brothers.

Roland slipped out into the open and dropped to one knee. He remained motionless, listening for the sound of feet on the rocky ground coming toward him. After a few seconds of silence, he was sure they were alone, and signaled for his brothers to join him.

Barely above a whisper, Roland said, “Remember, don’t say a word and stay close to me at all times.”

His brothers nodded and adjusted the heavy packs on their backs.

Roland stood and looked north. Hundreds of fires burned in the night. At least now, he knew exactly where the king’s men were. He took a deep breath. Sneaking around in the dark would only cost them time. Time they couldn’t afford to lose. Roland reasoned they could hide in plain sight by pretending to be part of the besieging army. He picked a trail and started to walk.

For a while, their luck held. Most of the soldiers slept wrapped in their woolen blankets or sat around their fires, indifferent to Roland and his brothers. They were almost through the enemy lines when a drunken man stepped out of nowhere and blocked their path.

“Oy, you, where do you think you’re going?” the man slurred.

“That way,” Roland replied, gesturing at the narrow game path. He tried his best to mask his Occitan accent.

“Nah, yer not. Yer deserting, ain’t yah?” The man staggered back and forth, barely able to stand.

Roland could smell the alcohol on the man’s breath and shook his head. “No, we’ve been ordered by my master to fetch some water for him and his horses. Now, please step aside and let us carry on.”

“I don’t give a damn. Give me what’s in your pack, and then you can go.”

Roland’s stomach knotted. His order preached pacifism, but he couldn’t let the drunk take his sack. He slowly reached behind his back, drew a concealed knife, and gripped it.

The drunk stepped forward and lunged at Roland. “Yer pack, give it to me.”

Like a trap being sprung, Roland brought his blade, lightning fast, from behind his back and jammed it into the drunk’s neck and twisted the knife. Just as Roland pulled his blade from the bloody wound, the doomed man dropped to his knees and reached up to stop the flow of blood. The man sputtered and choked as blood flowed from the deep gash in his neck.

Roland had never killed a man before, and felt sick to his stomach, but it was him or them. He wiped his slick knife on the grass, then slid it back into its sheath. He turned to his brothers and whispered, “Help me hide the body.”

Each sibling took an arm or a leg and dragged the corpse under a tall pine tree and dumped the body there.

Frederic shook like a leaf in the wind. 

“It’s all right, brother; it had to be done,” Roland said, consolingly. “God will decide what will happen to his soul.”

Frederic gave a short nod and adjusted the weight on his back.

Roland whispered, “All right, let’s keep going.”

Once again, they fell into line and carried on as quietly as they could through the woods, as night gave way to a gray light on the horizon. 

Roland could have dropped to his knees and prayed to God when he spotted the willow tree and the stream just ahead. He turned and quietly ordered his brothers to hide while he went ahead to find their contact. Roland’s guts felt like jelly. He had never been this terrified. He left his pack with his brothers, took a deep breath, stepped out of the trees, and looked toward the crossing. Just as Prefect Roy had said, a man in a long, dark cloak stood there, holding the reins of four horses.

“Don’t just stand there gawking at me, boy,” the man said gruffly. “Fetch the others. The king’s early-morning horse patrols will be coming this way soon, and none of us want to be here when they arrive.”

“Uh, yes, of course,” stammered Roland. He waved to get Bertrand’s attention and hurriedly motioned for him to bring his siblings along.

The four brothers nervously approached the unknown rider.

“Come, come, don’t be afraid,” the man said. “Time is slipping away.”

Roland reached behind his back. “Who sent you, and how did you know we were here?”

The man raised a gloved hand toward the sky. “God, give me the patience to finish this task. For your information, boy, I’m one of Prefect Roy’s men, and I heard the four of you thrashing through the woods long before I saw you. Is that good enough for you?”

Roland suddenly felt small for challenging the man who was clearly risking his life for them. “I’m sorry, sir, but I needed to know.”

“A wise, if time-wasting, precaution. Now, take the reins of a horse each, and then read these maps,” said the man, handing each brother a piece of rolled-up paper. “Memorize your route and destination and then hand them back to me. I’ll destroy them once you’re gone.”

Roland unfurled his map and read it in the cold, gray light of dawn. He rolled it back up and handed it back, as did his brothers in turn.

“Say your goodbyes,” the man ordered. “This is the last day on Earth that you will see one another until you meet again in heaven.”

A lump formed in Roland’s throat. His heart ached as he looked into his brothers’ scared eyes. His voice cracked. “I know how you all feel, as my heart also feels as if it is being torn apart, but we are here to do God’s work. I love you and will see you all in God’s loving embrace.”

Roland didn’t wait for a reply. He climbed into his saddle, gently kicked his horse’s flanks, and trotted off. There was no point looking back, only forward. He and his brothers were in God’s hands, and whatever their futures held was for a cause greater than their mortal lives.
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Southern Germany - 3 May 1945

The night was crisp and clear. For the first time in days, a full moon hung high in the star-filled sky, bathing the world below in a sharp, silvery light. 

Fortunately, the area around Berchtesgaden was quiet. For many residents, it was a much-needed break. The people there had grown accustomed to the sound of Allied bombers flying overhead, heading to targets elsewhere in Germany. But over the past few weeks, the British had been targeting the Führer’s chalet, the Eagle’s Nest, perched atop Kehlstein Mountain. Their raids hadn’t really damaged the Eagle’s Nest or the nearby villages. Everyone knew, but no one dared speak of it openly. The war would soon end. They had lost, and soon the Americans or the French would come to claim the spoils of war.

Karl Pirch stepped out of his small, red-brick farmhouse and paused to light his long, curved pipe. It was carved from a walrus tusk, a gift from his father decades earlier. His belly hung over his belt, and his droopy walrus mustache was as white as snow. He was too old to fight in this war, having loyally served the Kaiser in the last war, where he had proudly lost his left leg below the knee while fighting the French at Verdun. Pirch took a long drag on his pipe, savoring the rich tobacco as he looked up at the crystal-clear night. He thought the stars seemed especially bright tonight. His constant companion, a long-haired terrier, stood beside him, dutifully waiting for his master to lead the way. 

Pirch carried his ancient-looking, double-barreled shotgun under his right arm. Hobbling down the dirt road from his house to his dairy fields, Pirch and his dog went about their nightly routine. Twice a day, they walked the perimeter of his farm. Although his land had once held over a hundred dairy cows, looting and army confiscations had reduced his herd to three bony cows, which Pirch didn’t believe would last the winter. Nevertheless, he kept his daily routine religiously. A longtime widower, Pirch had only his farm left to him, and he would rather go to the devil than lose it and what was left of his pitiful livelihood. 

Pirch and his dog shuffled along in silence for nearly an hour, checking on his cows and making sure no one had crept onto his land, when his dog turned toward the valley and growled. Pirch heard a strange noise. It seemed to be coming straight toward him from somewhere in the night. He slowly gripped his shotgun and, with his thumb, cocked it. 

The odd noise grew louder and closer. 

Pirch stared into the sky but couldn’t see a thing. He had never heard such an unholy racket. It sounded as if the night sky were being ripped apart. Suddenly, a dark shape rose straight out of the valley below, like an apparition from hell, and flew right over Pirch, missing him by mere yards. The infernal noise deafened him as he fell backward, trying to avoid the creature. Struggling to rise, he didn’t even aim as he fired his shotgun skyward. He looked around and saw his dog barking loudly as it chased the specter toward the still, gray mountains behind Pirch’s farm.

Sturmbannführer Langen saw the flash of gunfire below him, and quickly banked his nimble craft to the right, barely missing the top of a tall pine tree that seemed to spring out of nowhere. He cursed aloud at the stupid local farmer. To be shot down at this late stage of the war by one of his fellow citizens would have been irony personified. Langen brought the control stick over and leveled out his helicopter. 

Langen sat bundled up in the small helicopter’s open cockpit. The cool night air rushed past him as his Flettner Fl 282 Kolibri, affectionately nicknamed the hummingbird by its crews for its small size and ability to hover, sped along at treetop level at just over 150 kilometers per hour. Langen flew as low as he dared, hoping to avoid detection. His craft was nimble, but no match for any Allied fighter patrolling the night sky. Many of his former unit had learned the hard way that flying dangerously low was better than being seen and shot at by the enemy. He was the sole survivor of a German SS Special Commando Flight, and he had no desire to end up six feet under alongside his fallen comrades. Barely twenty-three, Langen was already a highly decorated veteran pilot who had flown the nimble 282 on countless covert missions across the Eastern Front. 

In the distance, the dark mountains raced toward him, soon filling his vision. The moon, thankfully, made night flying easier, but he knew one wrong move could send him crashing into a tree or the side of the mountain, killing him instantly. He slowly pulled back on his stick and watched the valley’s fields and trees disappear as he climbed into the night. He had worked on his flight plan for days, memorizing the key landmarks along the route. Langen reviewed the path in his mind once more and knew he would need to turn slightly right to line up with a small landing spot on top of the mountain. His back ached from sitting on the cold, narrow metal chair, but he pushed the discomfort aside. He was on a mission, perhaps the most important of his military career. Langen had once been a devoted Nazi and had chosen the SS over the regular army. To him, it had been a simple choice. The SS represented everything righteous and pure and embodied what it meant to be a true German National Socialist. But that was no longer the case. He was tired of war, and deeply troubled by what he had seen his fellow soldiers do on the Eastern Front.

In the dark, a light flashed three times...it was the signal. 

Langen’s heart raced with pride. He had made it. He slowed the 282, banked his craft, and flew once over the landing pad to get a feel for it. Langen saw only one man below, barely lighting the ground with a small handheld lantern. He glanced over the side of his cockpit to judge the distance and began his descent. Langen had landed in tighter spots and far worse conditions over the past year, but each time required the same skill, determination, and professionalism to land safely. The wheels touched the hard concrete surface. Langen quickly shut off the idling chopper’s engine. Within seconds, the four-bladed rotors stopped spinning. Langen removed his goggles and soft leather helmet, revealing short, light, sandy-brown hair and cold, gray eyes. He slowly pulled himself free of his cockpit. One too many hard landings had left his back aching, especially when he was forced to sit still for hours.

The man with the lantern approached. Langen was surprised to see, from the insignia on his uniform, that he was a Gruppenführer, a general. Langen came to attention and raised his arm in a crisp, Nazi salute, even though he no longer believed in it. You never knew if the man you were saluting was still a die-hard disciple. The other officer returned the salute nonchalantly and stepped forward. Langen looked at the man and was surprised to find the bald general disheveled and smelling as if he hadn’t washed in days. 

This does not bode well for my mission, thought Langen. 

“Come with me,” the general said brusquely, turning his back on Langen and walking toward a dimly lit tunnel carved into the mountain’s rock face.

Langen nodded and dutifully followed. 

They walked in silence for a minute. The only sound was the echo of their heavy leather boots as they moved down the passageway until they reached a heavy metal door, guarded by two well-armed SS troopers in camouflage uniforms. Both men came to attention as Langen and the general walked past them into a dimly lit office. Given the general’s condition, Langen wasn’t surprised to find several empty schnapps bottles scattered across the floor. Inside, there was only an old wooden writing desk and a couple of mismatched chairs beside it. It was definitely the most Spartan room Langen had ever seen a general occupy.

“Sit down,” said the general with a bored wave of his hand.

“If the Gruppenführer does not mind, I would rather stand, as I have been sitting in my cockpit for the past few hours, and welcome the chance to stretch out my aching back,” replied Langen respectfully.

“Suit yourself,” the general replied, gloomily slumping into the nearest chair.

Langen remained standing and took in the room. There were no pictures of the Führer or any operational maps on the walls. It was clear they were planning to leave...and soon.

“Do you know who I am?” the general asked.

“No, Herr Gruppenführer,” Langen responded honestly. “I have been based in the east for most of the war and have met only those general officers involved in planning and executing special operations behind Russian lines.”

“Good. Then let’s leave it that way. If you get caught, you will have nothing to tell the Bolsheviks or those damned mongrel Americans.”

Langen bristled at the thought of capture. He might have been near the end of his rope, but he was still a professional. “With all due respect, sir, I am a loyal German and an SS officer. I would rather die than be taken prisoner by our enemies.”

“Ah, the bravado and foolishness of youth,” the general said, running a hand over the white stubble on his sallow face. “Your reputation speaks for itself, Sturmbannführer Langen. Now, let’s not waste any more time, shall we? As we speak, some of my men are refueling your helicopter with the precious little fuel we have left up here. Once we are done, you will continue to Switzerland.” The general slowly reached into his tunic, pulled out a worn map, and laid it on the table in front of him.

Langen stepped forward to study the map. It showed his main route through Switzerland and an alternate path along Italy’s northern border. Several locations were circled in red. Langen instinctively began memorizing the routes and the villages’ locations.

“You will be met at all of these locations by teams of two or three SS personnel who have infiltrated the local population and will provide you with extra fuel and supplies for your mission,” the general said, tracing his finger along the route Langen would need to take. “Once you reach outside Zurich, you will be given civilian clothes, a new passport, and further instructions for the next stage of the operation.”

“Herr Gruppenführer,” Langen said, clearing his throat. “I will do as I am ordered, but I have no idea what I’m doing.”

A smile broke on the general’s face. “Exactly, that’s the point of this whole enterprise. You don’t need to know.”

Langen got the point. He was a small cog in a big wheel. He nodded in agreement, not wanting to antagonize his superior officer.

The general let out a tired sigh, rose to his feet, and walked to a wall safe in a darkened corner of the room, one Langen had somehow overlooked. Within seconds, the general opened the safe and retrieved a small, bulging pack. He hesitated for a moment, then handed it to Langen. 

“Guard this with your life,” the general said, staring intently into Langen’s eyes. “This will guarantee a new Germany...a new beginning for all of us. Right now, you hold the most precious thing in the world.”

For the first time in months, Langen felt uneasy as he took the pack from the general. To his surprise, it was unexpectedly heavy. Langen slung it over his shoulder, came to attention, saluted his superior again, then left. The general never acknowledged Langen’s salute; instead, he called for the guards to escort him back to his waiting helicopter. 

A couple of minutes later, Langen climbed back into his open cockpit, strapped himself in, and quickly started his helicopter’s 7-cylinder radial piston engine. The rotors’ downwash filled the air around him, and with combat-honed skill, he gently applied power as his chopper rose into the night. Langen banked sharply and set course for his first rendezvous at the Swiss border. He wondered whether luck would hold and whether he could avoid detection. He had never failed, and he planned to see the mission through to the end, no matter what it took.

The night would soon give way to the cold gray light of dawn, and Langen knew the Allied planes would soon fill the sky, looking for a fight. 

As the 282 flew over the mountain peak, Langen pushed the helicopter into a steep dive, heading for the safety of the many valleys that branched out like arteries from the heart of Germany. Langen gripped the control stick, determined to succeed and never fail. If the general were telling the truth, maybe the future would be better than the world he was leaving behind.
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Madrid, Spain - The Present Day

“Easy does it, girl,” Kim Swiftwater murmured to herself as she carefully rappelled down a darkened elevator shaft. She looked down at the world below, bathed in shades of light and dark green through her night-vision goggles, and, precisely on time, an elevator began to rise from the ground floor. Kim didn’t panic. She knew it would stop two floors below her. She lowered herself until she faced the closed doors of the twelfth floor, then reached for an L-shaped key on her belt. Kim quickly found a small, half-moon-shaped hole on the left side of the door, inserted her key, and turned it. A second later, the locking lever lifted, releasing the doors.

Kim stepped onto the doorframe and carefully pried the doors open just enough to slide a flexible endoscope inside. An image instantly appeared on her wrist computer. Kim moved the camera around, checking that the dimly lit hallway was clear.

“So far, so good,” she whispered, putting the camera away. She unhooked her carabiner and tied off her rope. Kim slid her fingers into the opening and hauled the left-hand door wide enough to slip through. She wore a state-of-the-art stealth suit to mask her from any cameras or electromagnetic scanners in the hallway. She edged down the pitch-black corridor, trying not to make a sound. Just ahead, a bright light shone beneath a closed door. Kim’s heart raced. She crept to the door and knelt. Now came the hardest part...waiting.

Connor North stepped out of the same elevator, carrying a black leather briefcase. He wore a dark-gray suit, a white shirt, and a black tie. He was accompanied by two men in black, police-style combat uniforms who, with their scarred faces, tattoos, and thick necks, could easily pass for mixed-martial-arts fighters.

“This way, Mister North,” said a redheaded man with a thick, Irish accent, motioning down the poorly lit corridor.

Connor nodded and fell into step with the two mercenaries. He had to admit that choosing a half-completed apartment building was a clever move: just enough power to run the lights and elevators, but not enough for prying eyes to see what was going on. They walked in silence to a door guarded by another tough-looking man, who stared menacingly at Connor, daring him to make a move.

“Is he armed?” the guard asked, gruffly.

“No, he’s clean,” the redhead replied.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am. Unlike you, Carl, I know my damn job. Now open the bloody door!”

The guard clearly didn’t like being spoken back to and reluctantly opened the door, but never once took his eyes off Connor.

“Thanks,” Connor said with a wry smirk.

The guard narrowed his eyes and growled.

“What a charming fellow,” Connor observed as he walked past the guard and into a bright space that seemed destined to become a conference room soon.

“Good evening, Mister North,” said a black man with an English accent, wearing a stylish, very expensive, hand-tailored, gray sharkskin suit, highly polished shoes, a white shirt, and a red silk tie.

“Good evening, Mister Fairfax,” replied Connor. “I must admit I do like your choice of lair.”

Fairfax looked around dismissively. “What, this godforsaken place? Oh, no, this is purely a tactical choice. I would have much preferred to conduct our business in London, like gentlemen, over a gin and tonic at my club, but my employer made it very clear that this had to be done far from home and with the utmost discretion.”

“In that case, perhaps we should get down to business.”

“Yes, why don’t we? Do you have the money?”

Connor set his briefcase on a dust-covered table, opened it, and turned it toward Fairfax. “As you requested, five million Euros in nonsequential, one-hundred-Euro bills.”

Fairfax smiled, eyeing the money. “I hope you won’t be offended if I ask one of my men to count it. After all, five million euros is a lot of money.”

Connor stepped back. “No, of course not. I’d count it, too, if I were in your shoes.”

“James, please,” said Fairfax to the redheaded mercenary.

“Certainly, sir,” he replied, stepping forward and turning the case toward him so he could count the money.

Connor waited a second, then nonchalantly crossed his arms and pressed the crown on his watch.

Upstairs, a near-silent beep went off in Kim’s earpiece. It was time to get to work. Kim held her breath and listened for any sign of movement coming from behind the closed door. It was quiet. 

“Okay, girl, let’s do this,” whispered Kim. She opened a pouch on her belt and slid a small respirator over her mouth. Adrenaline coursing through her veins, Kim stood and made sure her gas mask fit snugly. She opened another pouch and grabbed hold of a flashbang grenade. She slowly pulled the safety pin, then placed her left hand on the handle of the closed door.

A second beep.

Kim took a deep breath, pushed down on the door handle, opened the door a few inches, and tossed her non-lethal grenade into the room. She heard men yelling and cursing as they scrambled to escape. A second later, the non-lethal grenade detonated with a loud blast and a blinding flash. However, this wasn’t an ordinary stun grenade. To add to the mercenaries’ discomfort, tear gas and dozens of small rubber balls shot forth, hitting the panicked hired guns in the legs and forcing them to drop to the floor in agony.

Kim counted to five before rushing into the gas-filled room. She leaped over one of the men, who was trying to get up on his hands and knees, landed next to a table, and snatched the briefcase lying there.

“What the hell was that?” James asked, looking up at the roof as dust and debris rained down.

Before anyone could react, Connor grabbed the briefcase handle and twisted it to the right, snapping it free. Like Kim’s non-standard grenade, it wasn’t a normal handle. Beneath it lay a small steel rod, turning it into a set of brass knuckles. Connor swung at James, knocking him unconscious with a single blow to the jaw. His partner went for his concealed pistol but was a fraction of a second too slow. Connor spun and drove his fist into the man’s stomach, doubling him over in pain. Connor instantly hauled him up by the collar, ripped open his jacket, and drew the man’s pistol from its holster.

“Shall we call it a day?” Connor asked, aiming his Beretta 9mm pistol at Fairfax.

Upstairs, Kim hauled the case off the table, pivoted on her heels, and sprinted out of the room, leaving four men coughing and gasping for air. She ran down the corridor to the open elevator doors and clipped her carabiner to a loop on her rope. She then pressed a button on her belt, activating a motor on the twentieth floor that lifted her straight up the shaft to safety.

Fairfax narrowed his eyes for a moment, then shook his head and broke into laughter. “Superb, Mister North, superb. Shall we terminate the exercise?”

Connor lowered the pistol, placed it on safe, and laid it on the table. “Yeah, why don’t we?”

The door behind North opened, and the rough-looking guard walked in holding a Motorola to his head. “Sir, Bryan says the girl got in and out before they knew what happened.”

“Is everyone okay?” Fairfax asked.

“It sounds like she gassed them, but they’ll be all right.”

Fairfax shook his head. “That’ll teach them to be unobservant.”

“I’d like to say the same thing,” James moaned, rolling around on the floor, holding a hand to his chin.

“Here,” North said, holding out a hand to help James up. “I hope I didn’t break anything.”

“Nah, it’s all in a day’s work,” he said, shaking his head. “Besides, they’re paying me a lot of money to do this.”

Fairfax glanced down at the briefcase. “What a shame it wasn’t real money.”

“You told Kim and me to act as if it were, so we did,” said Connor.

Fairfax nodded his head toward James, who was rubbing his chin. “Yes, I see that.”

“Come on, Pat,” James said to his winded partner, helping him to his feet.

“I hope none of you are the kind to hold a grudge,” said Connor.

“It’s okay,” Pat replied, rubbing his stomach. “They never paid us like this in the Army; besides, I’ll soon feel better after a pint or two.”

“In that case, the first round’s on me,” Connor said. “Well, actually, Kim. I don’t drink.”

“Now, yer talking, mate.”

“Well, I think we’re done here for the evening,” Fairfax continued. “Shall we meet for breakfast tomorrow to settle your account, Mister North?”

“Sounds good. Kim wants to go shopping before we leave Spain.” The thought of being dragged all over Madrid in search of fashionable shoes flashed through Connor’s mind.

“I heard that,” Kim said in Connor’s earpiece. “But it’s true. Meet you downstairs?”

“Sure thing. I hope you’re in the mood to get drunk because there’s a squad of ex-Brit paras who look like they’re ready to spend the night chugging pints.”

“Ah, Connor, you truly know how to get my attention.”

Connor chuckled. “I try. See you soon.” With that, he popped out his earpiece and took one last look around the room. He wasn’t a fan of simulations, but their lawyer, Henry Knox, had arranged a series of exercises to keep their skills current. Connor shrugged it off. After all, it was fairly easy money, and tomorrow was another day.
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The Mandarin Oriental Ritz Hotel, Madrid

Connor deliberately walked slowly through the hotel’s busy five-star restaurant so an ailing Kim could keep pace. Concealed behind her sunglasses, her bloodshot eyes had barely closed before she and Connor had to get up to meet Fairfax.

Connor glanced over his shoulder. “How are you doing back there?”

“Ugh,” Kim moaned. “Just get me to the table, then let me order a couple of Bloody Marys to take the edge off.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea? After all, you don’t look too well.”

Kim raised a hand. “Just get me to the table. Okay?”

“All right.” Connor grinned. He had never seen Kim this hungover, and watching her suffer after a long night of drinking and badly-sung karaoke with a bunch of thirty-year-old delinquents reminded him of his earlier, not-so-great days.

“Here we are, Señor and Señorita,” said their young waiter, pulling out a chair for Kim at Fairfax’s table.

“Gracias,” she said, taking her seat. “Could I have two Bloody Marys, por favor?”

“Sí, Señorita. And for you, sir?”

“Coffee and orange juice,” Connor replied. 

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Fairfax said, smiling and shaking his head at Kim’s sorry state. “Did my boys keep you up too late?”

“Yes, and then some,” Connor explained. “After the bar closed, one of your boys bought a couple of bottles of locally made Spanish Whiskey, and they carried on in the hotel lobby until the sun came up. Isn’t that right, my love?”

“Yeah,” Kim croaked. “Oh God, I swear I’ll never do that again...today.”

“Since you’re late, and I have a schedule to keep, I took the liberty of ordering breakfast for the two of you,” Fairfax explained. “I hope you like traditional Spanish omelets and churros con chocolate.”

“Sounds good to me,” replied Connor, looking forward to a hearty meal.

Kim raised her hand. “I think I’ll just stick with the drinks for now.”

“You poor thing,” Connor said, teasingly. “That’ll leave more for me to eat.”

Kim patted Connor’s hand lightly. “I knew you’d say that.”

The waiter returned shortly with a serving cart, poured the coffees, and set the orange juice, food, and Kim’s drinks on the table before leaving.

Fairfax reached under the table and withdrew a sheaf of paper from his briefcase. He placed the contract in front of Connor. “In order for me to bill Mister Knox for services rendered, I’m going to need your signature on the bottom line to confirm we’re done.”

Connor skimmed the document and signed. “So, Mister Fairfax, how did we do?”

“You passed with flying colors. Most people only ever pass one of the three exercises. You, however, bested three different teams across three vastly different scenarios. My men are still trying to figure out how Ms. Swiftwater got into the last building without being detected.”

Kim lowered her sunglasses slightly, her eyes almost as red as her drink. “That, sir, is a trade secret.”

Fairfax glanced at his Rolex. “Yes, well, I must go. I have a flight back to London to catch.”

Kim reached for her second drink. “Have a pleasant flight, but before you go, there’s one thing your CEO is going to have to part with.”

“And what would that be?” asked Fairfax, bemused.

“When we met you in London to discuss our training, I couldn’t help but notice a polar bear carved from whalebone in your front lobby.”

“Yes, what of it?”

“I kinda have an eye for things like that, so I looked it up and read that it was taken from the Inuit of Baffin Island by Captain Frobisher in 1577 and subsequently given to one of your CEO’s ancestors as a gift. I think it’s high time it went home...don’t you?”

“Yes, I, um, can make this suggestion,” Fairfax uncomfortably stammered. “But I’m not sure he’d agree to it, as it’s a family heirloom.”

“You do that, and please make sure that it happens.” Kim sat back and took another sip of her Bloody Mary.

Connor shrugged. “I’d do more than try if I were you. I know Kim, and one way or another, it’s going back home to Canada.”

Fairfax seemed to visibly deflate. “I take it that was your way of saying my boss has no choice.”

“Yep,” Kim replied between sips.

“Very well, good day. I will let you know as soon as I can what Mr. Thomas thinks of your offer.”

“You do that.”

Connor shook his head at his friend’s brazen threat. He had no doubt Kim meant every word, but warning the people you intend to rob in advance seemed counterproductive. However, if it got the job done, so be it. As soon as Fairfax vanished, he sat back in his chair and stared out the window.

“I’ve seen that look before. What’s on your mind?” Kim asked.

“It’s these games that are bothering me,” Connor said. “Henry’s up to something, but for the life of me, I haven’t a clue what he’s planning. Do you?”

Kim shook her head. “No, but whatever it is, it has Henry on edge. I’ve never seen him acting so secretive. Well, whatever is going on inside Henry’s brain, I guess we’ll find out next week in New York.”

“Yeah, let’s hope so.” Connor turned in his seat and waved their server over for more coffee. He figured Kim could also use some before she got too drunk again.
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New York

Connor adjusted his bowtie in the mirror and let out a resigned sigh. He wasn’t a big fan of formal dinners and had worn a tuxedo only a handful of times. Two of those were for friends’ weddings—neither of whom was still married.

He looked at himself and saw his ice-blue eyes staring back. His black hair was freshly cut short, just the way he liked it. For the first time in a while, a few days’ worth of stubble dusted his strong jawline. Connor had broad shoulders, and even though time was creeping up on him, he still looked in peak physical condition. He tugged at his starched collar and turned to leave. He walked into the hotel room and stopped. A smile instantly spread across his face. Connor stood in awe as Kim adjusted her black evening dress, slit up her right leg. They had come a long way since they first met as strangers on a plane headed for France.

“Quit staring at me like a lovestruck teenager, and do up my dress,” Kim said with a wink.

“Yes, ma’am, right away,” he replied, zipping up her dress.

Kim turned in her high-heeled shoes. “So, how do I look?”

Connor chuckled. “Most men would say that’s a loaded question, but I think I can answer it honestly. You’re beautiful.” 

Kim had a tanned complexion, stylishly cut, short, black hair, and piercing mahogany-brown eyes. She had a slightly upturned nose and
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