
        
            [image: cover]
        

    





THE PAST NEVER DIES

A Grace Maxwell Adventure






By

Richard Turner

 



 


Copyright 2021© Richard Turner

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may
be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by
any information storage or retrieval system, without the prior
written consent of the authors.

Smashwords Edition

 



 


Table of Contents

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

 



 


1

Harbin, China

August 16th, 1945

 


A jagged bolt of lightning tore across the darkened
sky as rain poured from the leaden clouds.

Shun Kimora walked inside out of the pouring
rain and removed his sodden hat. He rubbed his aching right leg as
he looked around the packed, smoke-filled hotel lobby. Kimora
wasn’t surprised to see dozens of well-to-do Russian civilians
dragging their life’s possessions behind them in a handful of
suitcases. With the Red Army only a day or two away, panic had set
in among the city’s White Russian population, who had failed to
heed the signs that the Soviets were about to enter the war against
Japan. Thousands of people who had fled the Russian Revolution
lived in Harbin, but now that was all about to come crashing down
around them. No matter how hard the people tried to hide it, the
look of fear was everywhere.

“Doctor Kimora, is that you?” called out a
tall, Caucasian man in a white Czarist officer’s uniform. The man
spoke French, the only other language Kimora knew besides his
native Japanese.

Kimora saw the man and waved to him across
the crowded room.

The man pushed his way through the crowd and
offered Kimora his hand in greeting. Kimora bowed slightly before
shaking the officer’s hand. The man had blue eyes, and several deep
scars on his face that Kimora assumed had come from a shell blast.
Kimora didn’t recognize the officer, but his work had limited his
interactions with the Russian exiles to only a couple of men.

“Good evening, Doctor. My name is Captain
Mironov. Unfortunately, Major Bagration couldn’t be here tonight.
He and his wife are trying to secure a spot on one of the few
remaining transport planes leaving tomorrow morning for
Shanghai.”

“It would appear that Harbin isn’t a safe
place for anyone, these days. I wish them well.”

“Major Bagration briefed me fully before he
left the hotel. So, I know what’s going on. Do you have the
merchandise on you?”

Kimora shook his head. “No, it’s in the back
of my car.”

Mironov tensed. “Sir, please don’t tell me
you left the package unguarded?”

“No. Not at all. I have a sergeant from the
base guarding it for me.”

“Thank God for that.”

Kimora looked around the lobby nervously. He
lowered his voice and asked, “Captain, do you have the money with
you?”

Mironov smiled. “Like you, I took the
precaution of leaving it elsewhere.”

Kimora could sense his contact didn’t trust
him. Nor could he blame him. As a member of the Imperial Japanese
Army’s secretive Unit 731, Kimora and his fellow scientists had
performed unspeakable acts of horror on Chinese civilians and
Allied prisoners of war—many of whom had been Russians—in the name
of science. If the Soviets, or Chinese authorities, got their hands
on him, Kimora knew he would be tried and hanged for war crimes.
Mironov’s fate would be the same. By volunteering as an
anti-communist combatant for the Japanese, Mironov had also written
his own death sentence, if caught.

The Russian glanced at his watch. “Doctor, if
we’re going to do this, we’ve got to get moving.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Let’s meet at the civilian airstrip just
north of the city. Do you know the one I’m talking about?”

“I think I do. It’s the one on Sun Island,
yes?”

“That’s right. Let’s agree to meet there one
hour from now.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem.”

Mironov shook Kimora’s hand firmly. “I’ll see
you there, Doctor, and don’t be late, or I may be forced to leave
you behind.”

“Don’t worry about me, Captain. I’ll be
there.”

Mironov nodded and faded back into the
crowd.

A shiver ran down Kimora’s back. He couldn’t
decide if he was cold from the rain, or if it was something else.
Whatever was bothering him would have to wait; it was far too late
to come up with a new plan. He would have to trust Mironov, and
that was it. Kimora reached into a pocket of his soaked greatcoat
and felt the cold steel of his concealed Derringer on his
fingertips.

“Sir, may I be of assistance?” asked a
white-jacketed steward.

Kimora shook his head and placed his cap back
on his head. He walked outside and pulled up his coat’s collar to
stop the rain from going down his back. Growing up, he’d never
liked umbrellas but was sorely missing one right now. Kimora walked
briskly down the sidewalk for a block until he came to a parked
Japanese Army staff car. He opened the door on the passenger side
and got in.

“Where to, sir?” asked Sergeant Suda, the
driver.

“The airstrip on Sun Island, Sergeant,”
replied Kimora.

Suda switched on the car’s ignition, placed
it in gear, and started to drive. Suddenly, a massive explosion
shook the vehicle as a gas station across the street vanished in a
bright-orange fireball, incinerating anyone and anything close to
the blast.

Kimora’s heart jackhammered. He looked
skyward as a pair of Soviet Ilyushin Il-2 ground-attack fighters,
like creatures from hell, roared overhead, blasting their 152mm
cannons into the buildings on both sides of the street, tearing
them to pieces. Kimora’s guts turned to jelly. Hell had come to
Harbin. He stammered, “Let’s go, Sergeant.”

“Yes, sir.” Suda jammed his foot on the
accelerator. He weaved through the traffic with one hand on the
wheel and the other on the horn. Suda, like his boss, was desperate
to escape the inferno brewing behind them. In minutes, they were
heading north and out of the city. Their troubles, however, were
far from over. A traffic jam blocked the bridge to Sun Island. In
the pouring rain, a truck had turned over, almost completely
blocking both lanes of traffic. With escape on their minds,
hundreds of frightened people abandoned their cars to try fleeing
on foot over the swollen river.

Kimora got out of the car, took one look at
the struggling mass of people barring the way, and let out an
anguished cry. He walked back and said, “Sergeant, get out! We’ll
have to proceed on foot.”

Suda switched off the engine, got out, and
walked to the back of the car. He opened the trunk, grabbed hold of
a large, metal briefcase, and slammed the trunk closed. Suda looked
around at the mob and drew his pistol. “Follow me, sir.”

Kimora nodded and walked right behind Suda as
he shoved and pushed people out of his way. At the bridge, Suda
raised his pistol and fired once in the air. A scream rippled
through the crowd. Everyone froze in place and stared, as Suda and
Kimora moved past the truck and out onto the bridge. They hurried
as fast as their feet could take them until they reached the far
side, and safety. With time slipping away, the two men started to
jog. Kimora struggled to keep up with his bad leg, but knew to stop
meant certain death.

“It’s not far now,” said Suda
encouragingly.

Kimora could see that the airport was close.
He slowed his pace and wiped the sweat from his bow. He stepped in
a puddle and a horrible pain shot up his right leg. Kimora fumbled
in a pocket for his painkillers and popped two in his mouth to ease
the discomfort. Crippled in an accident as a child, Kimora had
never let his bad leg get in the way of his desire to loyally serve
the Emperor of Japan.

“I think I can see the Russian,” said Suda,
pointing toward a parked plane.

Kimora turned and looked at the darkened
airfield. He could make out the shape of a plane but couldn’t see
Mironov. “Are you sure?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Suda replied.

“I don’t see him, but let’s carry on.”

They walked quickly toward the plane when a
bright light lit up, blinding them. Kimora and Suda stopped and
raised their hands to block the light. A shot rang out, startling
Kimora. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Suda drop to his knees
and then tumble over onto the wet ground.

“Don’t move a goddamned muscle!” ordered
Mironov as he switched off his light.

Kimora’s mouth turned dry at the sight of a
smoking pistol in his contact’s hand. “Captain, you didn’t need to
do that. Sergeant Suda was a loyal soldier. He didn’t deserve to
die.”

“He most assuredly did,” replied Mironov
coldly. “And I’m not Captain Mironov. Hell, I’m not even
Russian.”

“I take it Major Bagration and his wife are
dead?”

“He is. Mrs. Bagration is safely on her way
to Shanghai, with all of her late husband’s fortune. It was the
least I could do for the woman, after so many pleasant evenings
together.”

“Captain, I don’t understand. Who are you,
and why are you doing this?”

“Who I am is unimportant. However, what I
want should be obvious to you by now.”

Kimora glanced down at the metal case,
knowing he had been set up. He held out his container, offering it
to the gunman. “It’s yours. Take it, just please don’t leave me
here to die.”

The imposter chuckled. “I don’t think so.
Besides, my plane can only fit one person in the cockpit, and that
person, Doctor, is me.”

A sinking feeling of despair gripped Kimora.
He didn’t want to die. With only one avenue open to him, he thrust
his right hand in his jacket pocket and withdrew his derringer. In
the split-second, before he could pull back on the trigger, Antonov
fired. The bullet struck Kimora in the chest. He dropped to his
knees and looked up at the man who was going to end his life. His
vision soon narrowed, and his breathing became labored. Kimora took
a deep breath and said, “Without me, these vials are useless to
you.”

“I don’t care,” replied the assassin, firing
two bullets at point-blank range into the doomed scientist’s head,
killing him.

 


The man holstered his 9mm Makarov pistol, picked up
the metal case, and found that it was surprisingly heavier than it
looked. He climbed up the plane’s fuselage and dropped the
briefcase down behind his seat. The imposter took one last look
around to make sure he wasn’t being watched, and climbed inside the
cockpit. He strapped himself in and started the plane’s piston
engine. The man calmly pulled the glass canopy closed, and waited
for his engine to warm up. When he was satisfied that his plane was
ready to take off, he gradually applied power to the engine and
drove out onto the grass runway. The pilot grinned as he thought of
the years he had spent undercover in Harbin, sleeping with the
wives of many prominent White refugees to gain information on the
émigré community that he sold to the KGB at a hefty price. It had
been a good mission.

The man was a skilled pilot and felt relaxed
behind his modified Yak fighter’s controls as it sped down the
runway. As soon as he was airborne, he climbed high up into the
night sky and turned southwest, away from the advancing Soviet
forces and toward his destiny.

 



 


2.

Brazil – Modern Day

 


Grace Maxwell gently parted the leaves in front of
her and looked at the rundown, hilltop plantation. The world
appeared in hues of green through her state-of-the-art,
night-vision goggles. She slowly turned her head, taking in every
detail. Time and the humid jungle had not been kind to most of the
one-hundred-year-old buildings, many of which were now a mere shell
of their former selves. For Grace, it was a decaying, two-story
mansion that held her attention. According to the information she
had paid top dollar for, her client’s daughter was being held
captive somewhere on the building’s second floor.

Grace keyed her headset. Barely above a
whisper, she said, “Okay,

Yuri, paint me a picture.”

Five kilometers away, Yuri Uvarov relayed the
picture on his laptop from a drone flying high above the compound.
Several white heat signatures showed up against the dark
background.

“Grace, I’m happy to report that there’s
been no change from last night. Their routine remains the same. I
can see two men guarding the main entrance to the plantation. There
are three more walking the grounds, and, as far as I can tell,
everyone else is inside the mansion.”

“I concur,” added Jake Collins, hidden
in the trees. An old mercenary friend of Grace’s and an expert
sniper, his job was to cover her back throughout the mission.

“So, that means there could be anywhere from
five or more men inside the house between the hostage and me,” said
Grace.

“That’s right,” replied Collins. “I
told you to let me accompany you.”

“No, I need you where you are.”

“I know, but—”

“Jake, we’ve been over this. In case you’ve
forgotten what happened to you in Korea, you’re a better sniper
than a close-combat fighter. You’ve let age and soft living catch
up with you. You just won’t admit it.”

“Ow, that’s not fair.”

“Yeah, but it’s truthful.”

“Sorry to break up the conversation,”
said Yuri. “But I’ve got bad news.”

The hair instantly stood up on the back of
Grace’s neck. “What’s up?”

“I’ve got two vehicles approaching the
plantation.”

“Can you identify them?”

“It’s hard to tell, but they look like
police cars to me.”

Grace ground her teeth together. Throughout
her three-day observation of the plantation, no one had come or
gone from the compound. There was nothing she could do about the
change in situation, and decided to let the news not bother her.
“We were warned that the police were no better than the criminals
out here. So, it’s not a surprise that they’re heading this
way.”

“I can see them now,” announced
Collins. “Yeah, they’re police, all right.”

Grace got up on one knee and looked over at
the road. The approaching cars’ lights lit up an old tree, casting
long, finger-like shadows across the open ground. The guards on the
road never bothered to stop the vehicles. They lazily waved them on
and continued standing around a bonfire, sharing a bottle of
Tequila. A knot tightened in Grace’s stomach when a voice deep in
the back of her mind told her that something wasn’t right. She
keyed her mic. “Gentlemen, I don’t know why, but I don’t like what
I’m seeing.”

“Me neither,” added Collins. “What
do you want to do, boss?”

“I’m not sure, but I need to get a closer
look.” Grace stood, and warily crept forward until she got a
clearer view of the mansion. The police cruisers parked outside the
villa. A man with sergeant’s stripes on his shirt and a belly
hanging over his leather belt hauled his obese body out of the lead
vehicle. In his right hand was a half-drunk bottle of whiskey. A
gruff-looking man carrying an AK-47 emerged from the house and
warmly greeted the fat man. Using a couple of old buildings for
cover, Grace dashed closer, hoping to hear what the men were
saying. However, it was pointless; the running police cars’
engines, and the camp’s noisy, diesel-powered generator drowned out
the conversation.

“Grace, don’t move!” warned Yuri.
“I’ve got two men heading in your direction.”

“I’ve got them in my sights,” reported
Collins.

“Did they see me?” asked Grace, as adrenaline
shot through her veins.

“No, I don’t think so,” said Yuri.
“It looks like they’re heading toward the mansion, but I would
advise against any further movement until I give the
all-clear.”

“Got it.” Grace dropped to one knee in the
shadows. After several failed attempts to buy Eva Garcia’s freedom,
Grace had grown weary of the hostage-takers’ continually changing
demands, and formulated a plan to rescue the teenage girl. Now it
appeared her scheme was in danger. The more time she spent waiting,
the more her gut told her to act before it was too late.

Collins’ voice filled Grace’s earpiece.
“Grace, I’ve got eyes on Eva.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive. She’s being held by one of
the cops.”

Grace peeked around the corner of the
half-collapsed building. It was just as Collins had described. The
obese cop had Eva by the arm. She could see that the man was
swearing profusely as he dragged the screaming teen toward his
idling car. In a flash, Grace made up her mind. “Jake, screw
stealth. I’m going for Eva. Clear the path for me.”

“Got it.”

Grace pumped her legs and took in a deep
breath. She moved her thumb over and flipped the safety on her MP-5
to armed. “Now, Jake!”

A shot tore through the compound. The closest
armed man to Eva flew backward, with a gaping hole in his chest.
Struck by a .50 caliber round, the man’s body was nearly torn in
half. A second later, another thug met the same fate. Eva yanked
her arm free and threw herself to the wet ground. From his
well-hidden tree stand, Collins mercilessly hunted down and killed
anyone foolish enough to expose themselves for more than a
second.

With her SMG tight in her shoulder, Grace
walked straight toward the police cruisers. She calmly dropped the
fat man trying to grab hold of Eva’s arm, and then swung her
attention to the men in the second car. Before they could react,
Grace fired a burst of automatic gunfire, shattering the vehicle’s
windshield. A hail of nine-millimeter rounds struck the men sitting
in the cruiser, ending their lives.

“Grace, whatever you’re planning on doing,
hurry!” said an alarmed Yuri. “I’ve just spotted three more
vehicles coming your way.”

“Understood.” Grace forced herself to stay
calm among the carnage. She pivoted her body and laid her sights on
the last corrupt policeman as he got out of the dead fat cops’ car
and tried hauling Eva to her feet. Grace placed a red laser dot on
the man’s forehead, and fired a single round. The dead man’s bloody
body tumbled to the ground. Eva dropped to her knees, crying.

Suddenly, bullets struck the ground at
Grace’s feet. She sprinted, zig-zagging to avoid the incoming fire
from a second-story window, and, like a baseball player going for
home base, she dropped down and slid behind the lead cruiser. Grace
grabbed Eva by the hand and pulled her down onto the ground. She
ripped off her NVGs to look less threatening and looked into Eva’s
wide eyes.

“Eva, my name is Grace, and I’m here to take
you home. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Si,” replied Eva, wiping the tears
from her dirt-streaked face.

Another long burst of gunfire struck the side
of the car, shattering the glass, showering Grace and Eva with
shards. A single shot from Collins’ Barrett sniper rifle put an end
to the second-story gunman’s attempt to kill Grace. Grace quickly
brushed the glass off her and Eva’s faces.

“It’s time to go, boss,” urged
Collins.

“I got it. Clear the exit for me.”

Two more shots tore through the night.
“The gate guards are down,” reported Collins. “The way
out is clear.”

Grace popped her head up and looked around
for a working vehicle. She smiled when she spotted a brand-new,
armored, Mercedes SUV parked outside of the mansion. Grace gently
placed a hand on Eva’s shoulder. “Stay here. I’m going to get us a
car. Okay?”

Eva nodded and crouched down.

Uncertain if there were any surviving
kidnappers, Grace got to her feet and ran hunched over to the SUV.
She pulled open the driver’s side door and jumped in. Thankfully,
the keys were lying in a cup holder. Grace pressed the vehicle’s
start button, placed it in gear, and sped over to the crippled
police vehicles. She came to a sliding halt, lowered her window,
and yelled, “Eva, move!”

Eva yanked open the door and dove into the
back. The instant Eva slammed the door behind her, Grace jammed her
foot on the Mercedes’ accelerator and spun the wheel around. “Jake,
I’m on the move. I don’t think Extraction Point A is still viable.
I’m going with Plan B. I’ll see you and Yuri at the RV.”

“Got it. See you there,” replied her
friend.

“Da, see you both there,” added
Yuri.

Grace sped down the dirt road, passing the
bodies of the guards, and out of the plantation. She keyed her mic.
“Yuri, where are those three other vehicles?”

“They’re about a kilometer away, and
closing fast.”

“Got it.” Grace spun the wheel in her hands
and took a jungle path leading to the top of a mountain behind the
plantation. She glanced up at the rearview mirror and saw Eva lying
down on the back seat. “Hang on back there. Things are about to get
rough.”

“Why?” asked Eva.

“Because there’s not much of a road from here
on out.” A second later, the SUV bucked up and down on the uneven
dirt path like a rodeo bull trying to throw its rider. Grace tried
her best to pick a flat route, but a recent rainstorm had filled in
all of the potholes, making it impossible to spot the ruts until
she drove headlong into them.

“Give me a sitrep, Yuri?” Grace asked in her
mic.

“Crap! One of the three cars has left the
rest of the group and is following you.”

“How far back is it?”

“Less than three hundred meters, and
closing fast.”

“I’m on it,” reported Collins.

Grace jammed her foot down hard on the
accelerator.

Without warning, the rear windshield cracked
as a bullet struck but didn’t penetrate the reinforced glass. Eva
cried out. Grace glanced up at the rearview mirror and gritted her
teeth. A Hummer was racing to catch up with them. Grace swerved
from side to side on the narrow trail, trying to throw off their
attacker’s aim. A flurry of bullets struck the back of the SUV.
Grace edged her foot over the brake to prepare for a sudden stop
when out of the dark, Collins caught up to the pursuing car on his
motorbike. Fixated on Grace, the men never saw Collins drive right
up beside them. He drew his 9mm pistol and emptied the magazine
into the driver’s open window. Grace let out a loud whoop as the
vehicle turned sharply and plowed into the jungle. She lowered her
window and enthusiastically waved at Collins, as he spun around in
the mud, sending a plume of muck into the sky, and sped off down a
narrow game trail.

Grace carried on to the top of the hill and
stopped in a clearing. She switched off the ignition, turned in her
seat, and smiled at Eva. “Time to go.”

Eva scrunched her forehead. “Go where?”

“Home, of course.” Grace opened her door and
jogged over to a tall tree. She pulled on a rope tied around a
thick branch, causing a large canvas bundle to drop onto the wet
ground. Grace looked over at Eva. “Come to me, Eva. It’s time to
leave.”

Eva got out of the SUV and stood staring, as
Grace unzipped the bag. “What is it that?” she asked as Grace
pulled out what looked like a parachute pack.

“It’s our ticket out of here,” responded
Grace, climbing into a harness, and pulling the pack tight onto her
back. “It’s your turn, now.”

“My turn to do what?”

“To get into the harness.”

“I don’t understand.”

Grace saw the hesitancy in Eva’s eyes. Her
voice grew sober. “Eva, we don’t have time to discuss this. Now get
over here, and let me hook you into the rig.”

The young woman walked over and let Grace
secure her to the harness.

Grace made sure all of the straps were snug,
and then pointed to the edge of the clearing. “Walk that way,
please.”

With Eva attached to Grace, they walked
slowly, to avoid tripping over each other’s feet, until they came
to a sheer face. Below them, the valley floor was dark. Lights from
a village kilometers away appeared small and insignificant.

“You’re not serious, are you?” moaned
Eva.

“I sure am. Eva, I want you to keep your legs
together and head back, and your arms by your sides at all times,
and we’ll be fine.”

“No, wait!” pleaded Eva.

With a gentle nudge, Grace gently nudged Eva
over the side of the cliff. Harnessed together they fell as one.
Eva let out a terrified scream. Grace coolly arched her legs and
arms to help control their fall. The cold night air rushed past her
body. Grace counted down three seconds in her head, and then pulled
the ripcord, releasing the tandem parachute from her pack. In
seconds, the square parachute inflated and rapidly slowed their
descent. Grace reached up for the steering toggles and turned to
the left. She scanned the river for a sign, and spotted a flashing
strobe. Grace steered toward a small landing site next to the
darkened river, marked by a ring of yellow glowsticks.

“Hang on and just walk normally when we
land,” said Grace to Eva.

“Okay,” she replied, her voice trembling with
fear.

Grace pulled back on the toggles and brought
them smoothly in to land. The moment her feet touched the ground,
she let go of the parachute harness to allow the chute to deflate.
Collins dashed over to unhook Grace and Eva.

“Thanks,” said Grace, letting the harness
fall to the ground.

Collins took Eva by the hand. “Good morning,
Miss Garcia. If you’d please follow me, there’s some food and fruit
juice on the boat waiting for you.”

Eva looked up at the darkened mountain and
slowly shook her head.

Grace headed to the water’s edge. “Morning,
Yuri.”

Yuri waved at Grace from the deck of an old
fishing boat. “It’s not much, but it will do.”

“After three days of crawling around the
jungle, it looks like a five-star, luxury liner to me.” Grace
jumped on board and helped Eva onto the boat. “Jake, make sure Eva
gets a warm blanket, as well.”

“Will do, boss,” replied Collins,
winking.

“Whatever, mister. Just do as you’re told.”
Grace and Collins had known each other for close to a decade. She
had always appreciated his expertise with a rifle, but that was as
far as their relationship had ever developed, and Grace intended it
to stay that way.

Yuri started the boat’s engine and slowly
pulled away from the shore. Soon, the darkened ship was sailing
downstream with the current.

“How long until we reach the next RV?” Grace
asked Yuri.

“Less than an hour. Jorge, my copilot, has
already been alerted to have the plane ready to go the instant we
arrive.”

“That’s music to these tired ears.”

Yuri offered Grace his silver flask. “You did
good tonight, Grace.”

“Thanks.” Grace took a long swig and felt the
brandy burn as it slid down her throat. She wasn’t sure how she
felt. No one should have had to die, but the hostage-takers had
chosen their fate, and there was little Grace, or her friends,
could do about it now. She handed the flask back, and walked alone
to the boat’s bow. She took a seat on an old wooden box, rested her
SMG on her legs, and took a deep breath to let the adrenaline fade
from her system. They had gotten lucky tonight, and Grace knew it.
She had once read somewhere that each person had a personal
reservoir of luck and courage, and once it was used up, it was gone
forever.

“How long do I have?” Grace murmured to
herself. “How long?”

 



 


3.

Windhoek, Namibia

 


An unforgiving, throbbing pain in Grace’s head
greeted her, as she tentatively opened her bleary eyes. Her mouth
felt drier than the Saharan desert at noon. She rolled over in her
bed and prayed that her stomach wouldn’t turn. Grace reached around
on her nightstand for her phone. She grabbed hold of it and brought
it close to her eyes. It read 06:23 in the morning. Grace closed
her eyes and tried to remember what she had been doing the night
before. A thick fog clouded her mind. All she could recall was
being somewhat reluctantly talked into joining a group of
twentysomething women having a raucous bachelorette party in the
hotel’s bar. The only other thing Grace recalled with any precision
was their waiter. The young man had had a disarming smile, and a
well-muscled body. In an instant, alarm bells rang in Grace’s head.
She turned and looked over at the other side of the bed.

“Oh, thank God for that,” she said, seeing
she was alone. Grace hadn’t had a one-night stand since she was
eighteen, and that was only after getting blind drunk like she had
last night. She slowly sat up and checked her phone. Grace was
pleased to see that there were only a couple of text messages from
Dawn for her to read. She took a deep breath through her nostrils
and stood. When Grace decided she wasn’t going to need to rush for
the bathroom to be sick, she gingerly walked to the shower and
turned it on. She stepped inside and let the hot water run down her
body. After almost thirty minutes under the spray, Grace turned the
water off, wrapped a towel around her fit body, and walked to the
sink. She ran her hand over the mirror to remove the steam, and
stared at herself. Her green eyes were bloodshot, and her short,
red hair lay flat against her head. The dull throb in the back of
her skull reminded her that she wasn’t a teenager, anymore. Just a
foolish adult.

Grace opened a bottle of painkillers, and
popped two in her mouth. She filled a glass with cold water and
drank it all down, feeling the precious liquid rehydrate her
parched throat. After finishing cleaning up, Grace felt slightly
more alive, and she walked back to the bed to read Dawn’s messages.
The first was just a reminder that her fight back to Geneva via
Cape Town later that week had been booked. The other was just a
note wishing her well in the upcoming race. Grace smiled and
replied to both texts; Dawn was more than just an overly efficient
employee. She was the closest thing Grace had to a best friend. Her
life in the shadows had made getting attached to people quite
problematic.

The hotel phone rang. Grace picked it up and
listened to the automated wake-up call. She set the phone down and
hurried to get dressed. Grace donned her team’s blue-and-green
coveralls, and pulled a set of comfortable boots onto her feet. To
top off her outfit, Grace slid a ball cap on her head. A logo on
the cap identified her as a member of Team Hesse. Grace had once
helped negotiate the release of one of Piet Hesse’s people held
hostage in Somalia for a tidy sum. A wealthy philanthropist, Piet
gave charitably to ecological causes, which was why she had asked
if she could participate incognito in the upcoming cross-country
race. Grace grabbed her phone and wallet before heading down to the
hotel restaurant to join the rest of the team for a light breakfast
before heading out to the desert.

“Karen!” called out Piet, using Grace’s
alias, as she walked into the restaurant. She removed her cap,
waved back, and joined her fellow racers at a round table at the
back of the room. Grace smiled at the sight of a plate of Eggs
Benedict and a fruit cup waiting for her. She took a seat and
poured herself a tall glass of orange juice.

“I think you might want some of this as
well,” said Ann Devereaux, sliding over a cup of black coffee to
Grace. Ann, a Swiss-born mechanic, was the only other woman on the
twelve-person team, and Grace’s partner for the race.

“Thanks,” replied Grace, gratefully accepting
the beverage.

Piet stood. At fifty-seven, Piet was at the
peak of his game. He was fit, and had short, blond hair with sharp,
blue eyes. A self-made billionaire, Piet had all but handed over
the day-to-day duties of running his business to his business
partners back in the Netherlands so he could spend his time helping
out various charities. He cleared his throat and said, “Ladies and
gentlemen, today is the day we’ve been training for this past week.
The Namibian twenty-four-hour cross-country race is not just a
competition; it’s a chance for us to raise millions from our
sponsors for the untold thousands of refugees fleeing the terrible
fighting in Liberia and Chad.”

“Hear, hear,” said Piet’s deputy, Ronald
Moore, a stocky, red-bearded Scotsman.

Grace lifted her glass of juice and toasted
Piet along with the rest of the team.

“I’m not one for long speeches, so that ends
this morning’s sermon,” said Piet with a smile. “Except to say good
luck.”

“Thank God for short speeches,” teased Moore.
“I’m starving.”

Grace chuckled. She looked around the table
at her colleagues and felt at ease. They were a focused group of
people from various backgrounds who weren’t there to enrich
themselves, but help the less fortunate. It reminded Grace of her
time in the Army.

“What’s on your mind, Karen?” asked Ann.

“Pardon?”

“You looked like you were a million miles
away.”

“Sorry, I was just thinking about some
friends I haven’t talked to in a long time.”

“My mother’s always telling me that it’s
never too late to give your friends a call. Especially if they were
once close to you.”

Grace let out a tired sigh. “Unfortunately, I
can’t. Most of them are dead.”

Ann brought a hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry.
I didn’t know.”

Grace nodded her head. “It’s not your fault.
I don’t talk about my time in the Army very much. They were good
people. One and all. Every once in a while, I think about them, and
remember the good times we had together.”

“Being Swiss, I don’t think I’ve ever met
anyone who has ever served in a war.”

“Now you have.” Grace paused for a second.
“It’s a tough life. Trust me; it’s not for everyone.”

“Grace, if you don’t mind me asking, what
happened to your friends?”

For a moment, Grace’s heart ached. She
debated whether to avoid the question, but decided it was healthier
for her to answer it. “Four of them died when an IED went off under
their Rover. Pat, the last person from my detachment, committed
suicide last year, after a bitter divorce and a losing fight with
his inner demons.”

“Oh, God, that’s awful. Is that why you got
out of the Army?”

Grace looked deep into Ann’s hazel eyes. Her
voice turned sober. “That’s actually a complicated question.
Suffice it to say, I had to deal with a family issue, and once I
had, I no longer had a place in the Army. It’s okay, though. I like
the freedom I have now to get involved with charity events, and
other like-minded activities.”

Ann picked up her glass. “Here’s to
freedom.”

Grace joined her. “And those who have paid
for it.”

 


The air at the race’s start line was electric. A
total of ten companies had entered the competition. Most, like
Piet, had two cars in the race.

Grace stood next to her Land Rover and
stretched out her back. She silently cursed herself for getting
bombed only hours before the race. It was a stupid move, but maybe
something in the back of her mind was telling her to allow herself
some fun, from time to time. Apart from her work, her life was
empty.

“Karen, I’d like to introduce someone to
you,” said Piet, accompanying a man toward her Rover.

Grace turned, and her stomach flipped when
she recognized Viktor Orlov. Christ, no, she thought. Of all
the men to bump into Africa, why did it have to be someone she
knew? If he didn’t play it cool, her cover could easily be
compromised.

“Karen, I’d like you to meet a friend of
mine,” said Piet, smiling. “Viktor Orlov, this is Karen James, the
woman I was talking to you about. She’s driving the second Rover in
my team.”

Orlov smiled. If he was surprised to see her,
Orlov didn’t show it. He bowed slightly and took Grace’s hand in
his and kissed it. “Enchanté, Mademoiselle James. Piet
speaks highly of you.”

“Thank you, Mister Orlov. I just hope I can
live up to Piet’s expectations.”

Orlov looked deep into Grace’s eyes.
“Something tells me that his faith is not misplaced.” Orlov let go
of Grace’s hand and faced Piet. “Now that I’ve met the competition
for the race, why don’t you and I make a friendly wager?”

Piet’s eyes lit up. He rubbed his hands
together. “Why not? How much are you willing to risk, Viktor?”

A grin crept across Viktor’s lips. “I think a
quarter of a million dollars should suffice.”

Piet shot his hand out. “I agree with the one
caveat that the winner donates it all to the winner’s charity.”

“Naturally,” replied Orlov, firmly shaking
Piet’s hand.

“It’s always more fun when money’s on the
line.”

“I heartily agree.” Orlov released his grip
and looked at Grace. “Miss James, why do I have this feeling deep
in my gut that it will be you and I racing for the finish
line?”

Grace shrugged. “Time will tell, sir.”

Orlov leaned close. “Please, call me
Viktor.”

“As you wish, Viktor.”

“Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I have to get
ready.”

“Good luck, Viktor,” said Piet.

“And you too,” replied Orlov as he turned to
leave. “One last thing. If Miss James wins, I hope she won’t be
shocked if I ask her to join me for a celebratory drink after the
race.”

“I’d be honored,” said Grace, amazed that
Orlov hadn’t blown her cover. She watched as Orlov faded back into
the crowd.

“If I didn’t know better, by the way he was
acting, I’d say you’ve met Viktor Orlov before,” said Piet.

Grace patted Piet on the arm. “You know I
can’t answer that question.”

Piet raised his hands. “I know, I know. Ask
you no questions, and you’ll never tell me any lies.”

Grace winked. “Exactly.”

A voice came over the stadium’s loudspeakers.
“This is the ten-minute warning. All drivers to their vehicles. I
repeat all drivers to their vehicles.”

“Good luck, Piet,” said Grace, sliding her
race helmet on her head.

“You, too. And for God’s sake, if it comes
down to you and Viktor, you had better be the one standing on the
winner’s podium. Not him. His ego’s already overinflated.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Of that, I have no doubt.”

 



 


4.






Pink light crept up the horizon as a pair of Land
Rovers sped out of the desert and onto a rocky road, leaving a
trail of dust hanging in the air behind them. A family of Springbok
antelope saw the cars charging toward them, and fled for the cover
of a nearby, dried-up riverbed.

“How are we doing?” Grace asked, clutching
the steering wheel tight in her hands.

Ann looked down at a slender computer mounted
on the dash in front of her. A pair of blue icons indicted their
position, as well as that of Piet’s Rover. “Uh, it looks like
Piet’s car has slowed a little. He’s now a good thirty minutes
behind us.”

“Orlov?”

Ann wiped some of the dust off the computer
screen. “He’s about five klicks behind us.”

“So, who’s that on our tail?”

“It looks like it’s one of Hashitomi’s
cars.”

Grace gnashed her teeth. Hashitomi’s people
were late arrivals and weren’t seen by many of the seasoned racers
as a threat. How wrong they were. “How far is it to the finish
line?”

Ann glanced at the speedometer. “At this
speed, we’re going to cross the finish line eighteen minutes from
now.”

Excitement built inside Grace. A growing
sense of euphoria began to replace the aching muscles in her arms,
neck, and back. After a long night speeding through the arid
countryside, she could see the light at the end of the tunnel.
“Call ahead and let Ronald know that we’re getting close and that
he should get the champagne ready.”

“Will do,” replied Ann, reaching for her
Motorola.

Grace checked the mirrors for Hashitomi’s
car. It was close; too close for Grace’s liking. She pushed down on
the accelerator, hoping to widen the gap between the two Rovers. No
matter how hard she tried, their opponent stayed right behind them.
Grace saw a sharp bend in the road approaching, and slowed slightly
to remain on the narrow track. All of a sudden, Hashitomi’s car
flew out of the dust, speeding past Grace’s Rover. The driver
foolishly hadn’t taken the road conditions into account and slid
off the trail, smashing into a large boulder on the side of the
road. The race car flipped over in the air. Hashitomi’s vehicle
landed on its roof and slid across the desert until it disappeared
into a small ravine.

“Damn it!” yelled Grace, jamming her foot on
the brake pedal. Her Rover came to a sliding halt inside a cloud of
dust and sand. Grace spun the wheel around in her hands and drove
straight toward a black cloud billowing up out of the ground.

“I’ll alert race safety that there’s been an
accident,” said Ann.

Grace nodded. She slammed her foot on the
brake and came to a jarring halt next to the gully. She quickly
unbuckled her safety harness, pushed open her door, and ripped off
her helmet. With her heart racing, Grace slid down into the wadi.
Flames flickered out from under the overturned vehicle’s hood.

“Help!” called out a man trapped in the
wreck.

Grace ran over and dropped to her knees. The
driver was hanging upside down in his harness. He tugged at his
harness buckle with his left hand while his right hung loosely
down. Grace picked up a rock and smashed it against the driver’s
window, shattering it. “Hang on,” said Grace encouragingly, as she
slammed her fist hard against the man’s harness buckle, freeing
him. The driver let out a pained moan when he landed on the roof of
his car. Grace grabbed the man by his good arm and helped pull him
to safety.

“Thank you,” said the man, cradling his
broken right arm with his left hand.

With time running out, Grace dashed to the
other side and got down on all fours. Through the smoke, she could
see the co-driver hanging limp in his seat; blood covered his face.
Grace turned, picked up another rock, and broke the glass. The
searing heat and smoke from the flames made it hard for Grace to
see, let alone get close. No matter what, however, she wasn’t going
to let a man burn alive, not while she still had breath in her
lungs. Grace thrust her hand inside and unbuckled the injured man.
The unconscious man dropped like a sack of potatoes onto the
overturned roof. Grace fell to her stomach and crawled halfway
inside the burning wreck to grab hold of the man’s body. No sooner
had Grace grasped the co-driver’s collar when she felt hands on her
boots.

“We’ve got you!” called out a friendly
voice.

Grace held the man tight in her grip. She
felt herself being pulled back. In seconds, they were free of the
wreck. Grace looked over her shoulder into the faces of Ann and
Viktor.

“Here, let me take him,” said Orlov, scooping
the injured man up in his arms. As one, they scrambled up and out
of the wadi just before the Rover’s fuel tank exploded, sending a
bright-red fireball, hurtling up into the sky.

“How is he?” asked the man with the broken
arm.

“I think he’ll live,” replied Orlov, checking
the man’s body for any further injuries.

“Yeah, but I think we just lost the race,”
said Ann unhappily, as a rival team roared past them.

“It’s just a race,” said Grace. “Two men will
live another day to see their families because of what we did here
today. If this is the end of the race for me, I’m okay with
it.”

“As am I,” said Orlov, watching a couple more
cars speed past them. Resigned to their fate, Ann, Grace, and Orlov
waved and cheered on their fellow racers. In the distance came the
familiar sound of a helicopter’s blades cutting through the air.
Grace brought up a hand to block out the sun just as a Namibian Air
Force Mi-8 flew over the crash site while its pilot selected a safe
place to land.

Orlov smiled at Grace. “Before it gets too
noisy to talk, I hope that our drink is still on.”

Grace’s stomach rumbled, reminding her of her
follies a couple of days ago. The thought of more alcohol made her
want to be sick. “Sure, Viktor, but just one.”

Orlov raised an eyebrow. “Just one?”

“Oh yeah, and that one’s going to be a
mineral water.”

 



 


5.

Cape Town, South
Africa.

 


“This is the life,” said Grace to herself, as she
lay under the hot sun on a white, sandy beach. She got up on one
elbow and reached for the half-drunk strawberry margarita sitting
on a small plastic table next to her towel. Grace rubbed the cool
condensation on the glass against her sweating forehead. She turned
and faced the aquamarine water and thought about going back in for
another swim. With a satisfied smile, she raised her glass and
downed the rest of her drink.

The ringing of Grace’s phone interrupted her
peaceful bliss. She saw the call was from Dawn and answered it.
“Dawn, this had better to be good. I’m supposed to be enjoying my
vacation.”

“Boss, you know I wouldn’t have called if I
didn’t think it was important,” replied Dawn, with a hint of her
French-Canadian accent.

Grace lay back on her towel and closed her
eyes. “Okay, then, what’s up?”

“Jean Boyer called me this morning, wondering
if you were available for a close-protection task.”

Grace was beginning to dislike hearing
Boyer’s name on her days off. As the middleman for many wealthy
clients, he was the one she usually had to deal with before
agreeing to take an assignment. She let out a sigh. “When do they
need me?”

“Next Wednesday. The assignment is in
Mongolia, and lasts for ten days.”

Grace sat up. “Did you say Mongolia?”

“Yes. An archaeological dig is
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