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PROLOGUE

  

  America is on the brink of a post-nuclear war. Recent events have catapulted the American military into a state of emergency, and American enemies are planning their assault. It started when Washington Post reporter Dorian Valentine discovered a horrific secret regarding the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty, a critical peace agreement between the former Soviet Union and the United States: The Russian Federation is cheating, and—even worse—they hold the ultimate trump card. Russia has constructed the most dangerous network of secret operatives ever known—created for the ultimate trinity: intelligence, espionage, and warfare. Brutally trained from birth to live, talk, and think like Americans, this dynamic organization has been planted on U.S. soil for a long time by the former KGB to retrieve information at any cost, cause political catastrophe, or kill at a moment’s notice. Now they are out of control, striking fear into the heart of the Pentagon.


  Before any evidence of Russia’s new war machine could be examined, the reporter was dead, along with over a dozen federal agents and civilians, and the evidence was stolen. In response to a devastating political assassination, the CIA assembled AEGIS, a powerful team of agents that “do not exist” in an attempt to terminate an enemy that seemingly could not be caught by any traditional methods.


  Meanwhile, the enemy operatives (codenamed Amerus by U.S. forces) soon realize they have been set up by a system they once trusted and lived by. In desperation, they plotted another assassination of the head of Russian Intelligence as he attempted to escape American territory on a cruise ship with one of Amerus’s own key members, “Jennifer Johnson,” as a hostage.


  AEGIS, the covert CIA team, prevented the second assassination and subdued one of Amerus’s scuba divers. However, Amerus was able to rescue Jennifer Johnson (known within Amerus as Kalisa) and murder six federal agents during their escape. Amerus knows that they were set up by their crafty superior officer, Devin, an obscure but brilliant criminal and espionage genius. The only link to Devin is Gary Klingner, the powerful CEO of the world’s largest Nuclear Arms manufacturer. The hunt is on, there are no rules, and nothing is what it seems.
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  Chapter 1


   



  Hammer and Vadar stared down at the hospital bed, as did Walter Plack. They were in an underground hospital never seen by civilian eyes. It was a hospital for people who did not exist: high-profile operatives, witnesses, or prisoners who could not afford to be recognized. Though the facility wasn’t so large in size, it was one of the best in the country, specializing in treatment such as top-weaponry bullet removal, “torture recovery,” and blood loss.


  “Please explain to me again how this man got anything whatsoever out of his sock,” Plack growled at the guard.


  “Like I said, we were escorting him to the toilet. He sat down on the bucket and leaned over. I thought he was tying his shoe until I saw him reaching in his sock. I yelled for him to stop, but by the time I got to him, it was in his mouth. I hit him, but that didn’t stop him from swallowing it. Then he got this sick look on his face, and about two minutes later he slumped over onto the floor, unconscious.”


  “No one searched him before he was unchained from the chair?”


  “We searched thoroughly for weapons. Even in his mouth. The pill was attached just under his ankle. No one saw it until it was too late.”


  “You’ll have to excuse us, gentlemen, but we’ll need a moment alone with him,” Vadar announced.


  Plack left with the guards and left Vadar and Hammer alone in the room. From of their bags, they pulled several medical apparatuses and then lifted the patient’s gown. They did not have anything that would restore life to the prisoner, but it was the next best thing.


  “We must work quickly,” Vadar instructed. “We don’t know what was in that pill.”


  They attached the devices in their designated spots and activated them. Upon activation, tiny needles from the devices inserted themselves into the captor’s skin and began to extract DNA chromosomes. Vadar carefully placed a dark, strange medical mask over the patient’s face.


  “Twenty over forty,” Hammer read from the gauge of one of the devices.


  “Tube one, 50%,” Vadar murmured.


  “Tube six at 90%,” Hammer read from another of the gauges.


  “Bio is too high; he won’t make it,” Vadar announced. “Let’s grab the goodies and get out of here. This stuff gives me the creeps.”


  “It’s not the highlight of my day, either,” Hammer countered.


  After a few more minutes, all the tubes were filled, and the device gauge beeped twice. Vadar and Hammer quickly deactivated the devices and returned them carefully to their bags. Both men left the room together and told Plack to find out what was in the pill and to contact them on the ComLink if the prisoner pulled through. They both knew what the pill was designed to do, and thus, they also knew that the chances of the prisoner’s recovery were slim to none. The captured terrorist who bombed the cruise ship would be pronounced dead within hours.


   



  Sparrow wasn’t terribly fond of truth duty. It meant verifying the aliases of AEGIS, her covert special-ops team members. At given points in assignments, it was necessary to save the life of the agent in play. Like today, too much was at stake. They had set up a meeting with the man who had had foreign diplomat Epifanii Yuklivitch assassinated on the White House steps, billionaire elitist Gary Klingner. Klingner had agreed to set up a meeting with Felix and the liaison to Amerus, the team who had executed the hit. The cover story would be that Felix needed to hire them to steal priceless artwork. The real story was that Amerus struck fear into the heart of the Oval Office, and AEGIS had been cleared to use any methods needed to find them and stop them. This included hiring them to steal artwork, and once they came out of shadows, killing them. It was a possibility that Gary’s Klingner’s contact would ask for verification of Felix’s identity. Someone would call the number on his business card or drive by the location that was listed as his address or employ other concise research methods to check the person out and confirm the veracity of the person’s identity. “Truth duty” was what AEGIS had nicknamed this responsibility.


  Sparrow knew that she ended up with truth duty the majority of the time because she was a woman. Often, she had to portray a receptionist in some skyscraper. The caller would ask for the alias, and Sparrow would answer that he was in a meeting or something. Usually she was speaking from her cellular phone, which had its own satellite so there would be no static in any of the transmission. She agreed that a female secretary did sound more feasible than a male one and understood why she was stuck with truth the duty, though this circumstance didn’t exactly allow for equal opportunity. There was a voice-altering device that the men used in extreme emergencies, but it gave a small delay from when the user spoke to when the voice came out. This small delay was deemed detectable and therefore only used when urgently necessary.


  Sparrow was in the back of a windowless van a half mile away from Klingner’s mansion. AEGIS rarely ever used a van because it was a trademark of government agencies, but AEGIS had decided that since they were out in the middle of the woods, it would be viable. Jester sat beside Sparrow and watched the satellite view of Felix driving up to the Klingner mansion’s gate in his Rolls Royce.


  “We’re with you, Felix,” Jester reported. “You’ve got roof guards and attack dogs crawling all over the place like New York rats and roaches. Try not to make any sudden moves.”


  “Can you hear me?” Felix asked, still from inside of his car via the intra-aural transmitter in his ear. The tiny IAT device allowed him to hear everything his teammates in the van were saying.


  “Loud and clear,” Jester affirmed.


  The gate opened for Felix, and the guard waved him past. He drove all the way up into Klingner’s estate on the driveway. A valet was there to greet him. Felix got out of the car and walked the short distance to Klingner’s door.


  “Even the valet is carrying a pistol,” Jester mentioned to Sparrow, pointing at the sat grid image. On it was a three-dimensional grid that artistically displayed everything in the environment in a polychromatic mode, where every detail was accented with color. Wood was shown as brown grid squares. Organic material was shown in green, and masses that were believed to contain life were shown in purple. Any weapons, such as guns, knives, or other potentially harmful devices with high concentrations of metal were shown in red. Jester looked at the purple three-dimensional grid outline of the valet and traced his finger on the red outline of a pistol by the man’s waist.


   Jester pressed the F4 key on the keyboard, and the satellite image switched back to its regular view. He activated the camera on Felix’s shirt button as the doorman answered the door before Felix had even knocked. The doorman let Felix in with an empty smile and led him into a large library. He then closed the library door and locked it from the inside. Then the doorman walked over to a nearby flower vase and twisted it 360 degrees. A bookcase on the far wall slid open.


  “I can’t see what’s back there, pal,” Jester warned, flicking on the motion sensor. “There is nothing moving around in that room.”


  The doorman led Felix back into the newly revealed room and slipped away without a word. In front of him, Felix saw Gary Klingner, and a woman sitting on a sofa.


  Klingner held a glass of champagne, and the woman had ginger ale.


  “Welcome, Oscar. This is Raven, a colleague of mine,” Klingner introduced.


  Felix looked at Raven. She looked like a business woman, indeed: glasses, no smile, jet-black hair, and a no-nonsense air. She was Caucasian, about 55 to 60 years old. With a little makeup, she was able to hide the wrinkles. Her diamond earrings sparkled even in the dim light, and her fine black hair looked like she had just come from a salon. She also wore a gold necklace with a small pearl pendant on it. She wore a deep-black pantsuit, with matching black heels. Raven stood up, and she and Felix shook hands. Her handshake was as firm as a man’s, and Felix wondered where she had gotten the strength.


  Felix smiled. “Pleasure to meet you, Raven.”


  Jester swiveled around in his chair to run Raven through a database of known global operatives, then swiveled back to look at the dot representing Felix. He checked the image the button camera was sending. Jester looked back at the sat screen and saw undulating circles radiating from the mansion.


  “Whoa, look at that. Someone’s transmitting—and it’s not us,” Jester noticed.


  “Someone is listening to every word of the conversation,” Sparrow added, also looking at the screen. “I’m going to try and trace the signal. Stand by.” Sparrow patched Jester’s laptop through the Interlink to the National Reconnaissance Office. The trace started in three seconds.


  The truth duty phone in the van started to ring. Sparrow had created the voicemail message for Felix’s phony business line under his assumed alias, Oscar Nelson, quite a while ago. This was the first time someone had ever called it. Normally, the CIA had full-time operatives assigned to truth duty, but tonight, AEGIS needed to be on truth duty.


  “We’re closed,” Sparrow mumbled. She knew it was after business hours, so she let the phone ring and waited for the voicemail she had created to pick up.


  “I’m sure your time is valuable, Raven, so I will keep this brief,” Felix started. “I need your services in retrieving a valuable item. This item is priceless to me.”


  “Hey, we need to keep this conversation going as long as possible so we can trace this signal,” Jester said to Felix.


  Sparrow had frozen a frame of Raven’s face from the camera Felix was wearing, and she sent the picture to the operative database’s mix-and-match application. Using her touch screen, she put her index finger on the Search button. The application screen flashed as many as eight operatives per second in its attempt to match an operative to the face it was given.


  “Scanning Raven’s face,” Sparrow reported to Jester.


  “Nothing on the signal yet,” Jester replied to Sparrow. “Sending voice sample to audio match. Also attempting to record transmission.”


  “What is the item you’re referring to?” Raven asked.


  “A work of art. Stolen from me and sold to a collector.”


  “What kind of art?” Raven asked.


  “A precious picture.”


  “How large is this picture, and what is it a picture of?”


  “It is a landscape oil painting. About four feet in length, three feet in height, gold frame.”


  

  The phone in the van continued to ring, and then the voicemail picked up. “Thank you for calling Microsystems. Our office hours are from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. Monday through Friday. Your call is very important to us. You may leave a voicemail message or call back during regular business hours. You have reached the voicemail of—” Felix’s voice came on and stated his name as Oscar Nelson, then Sparrow’s automated voice continued, “Please leave a message after the tone.”


  The caller did not leave a message.


  Sparrow looked at the trace route indictor, which was still a solid red, indicating the trace had barely started before the caller hung up.


  “Sending second voice sample to audio synthesizer,” Jester announced. “Still nothing on the transmission, but someone from that room besides Felix is definitely receiving a signal.”


  “Where is this painting held?” Raven asked.


  “In a museum. The security level is high, but that shouldn’t be a problem for an organization of your caliber to handle.”


  The phone next to Sparrow started to ring again, and she pressed the trace route button. The voicemail picked up and the caller dialed different numbers to reach a different employee, and another phony voice box was activated. The caller hung up again, and the trace route indicator stayed solid red.


  “The oil painting is held in the basement of a museum. I will disclose the details to you once we agree on the terms of this operation,” Felix continued. “There is a forgery of the painting on the third floor, but the authentic version is held locked in the basement. I can provide all the necessary intelligence needed to successfully complete this favor.”


  “Do you have any contacts inside the museum?” Raven asked.


  “Unfortunately not,” Felix replied.


  “Are we the only organization going after this painting?”


  “It is unsure at this time. I am the only one that knows that the counterfeit on the third floor is just that. The painting has been in my family for generations. It was held in a private collection in my home. It was stolen one week ago, and only recently it has it come to my attention that my prized possession has been placed in the basement of an art museum. Apparently, I am not the only connoisseur of art. I believe this painting is intended for sale at a black-market auction that will be held less than two weeks from now. It is most urgent that this painting be recovered before then.”


  “Do you have the documentation authenticating the ownership of the painting?”


  “Indeed.”


  “What authorities have been contacted already to recover the painting for you?”


  “Like my colleague, Gary, here, I don’t believe in plebeian authorities. I’d like this matter to be taken care of with diligence and celerity.


  “In what region is the museum located?”


  “I will go as far as to say it is in Washington, D.C.


  “Is this museum public or private?”


  “It is public, but I fail to understand the significance of your query. Perhaps you can explain?”


  Raven paused. “A public museum is easier to observe in case further intelligence is needed.”


  “I see,” Felix replied.


  “Can you vouch for the intelligence you received on the location? That is, are you absolutely positive the painting is where you specified? If it is not, then you will still be liable for 75% of the amount we agree upon.”


  “I highly vouch for my source of information. It cost a pretty penny.”


  “Unfortunately, our services are not surrendered for peanuts either, Oscar.”


  “I am aware of this—and willing to compensate you significantly for the return of my most cherished oil painting. You may practically name your price, within remote reason, Raven.”


  “And indeed I plan to,” she replied with a sexy, confident smirk. “You do realize that the fee increases for the lack of notice. Two weeks is definitely not standard for our operations.”


  “Forgive me. I just only recently acquired the location of the painting. I understand this might make things inconvenient. But I expect your organization can walk on water, just as your personality does.”


  “Apology accepted. We strive to perform to our clients’ utmost satisfaction, obstacles notwithstanding. As you can imagine, we sometimes encounter quite the unexpected.”


  “I can imagine a whole lot,” Felix smirked.


  “Indeed, my dear boy. Letting the imagination roam is rather necessary in these times of chaotic refuge.”


  “I agree, Madam. It’s hard to do, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”


  “Especially those who trespass against our fine art,” Raven replied, with the same smug grin. “And I hope this oil painting is as charming as the live portrait in front of me.” It was like she was flirting, but yet not flirting.


  “She’s good,” Jester mentioned to Sparrow. “The perfect salesperson. She has confidence, class, charm, education, eloquence, and a hint of sex appeal. She maintains the necessary no-nonsense aura, and she controls the entire conversation.”


  “Vengeance will definitely have its proper place in the order of events, but for now, the painting’s swift and safe recovery is foremost on the agenda,” Felix said. “Don’t roam too far after the painting is back in my collection. I just might need your services to execute that aspect as well.”


  “Oh, yes. Value-added service is a must. A happy client is a valuable asset to us. However, the expensive tangible compensation we require will remain necessary to continue operating efficiently. If my colleague has gone through the trouble of setting up this meeting, then I know you can handle it.”


  “An excellent deduction. I do understand, Raven. I emphatically promise I don’t write checks on rubber, and my money is not orange.”


  “I should think not,” she said, and smiled. “Your organization’s reputation extends throughout the corners of the globe. I understand you are a man worthy of our services.”


  “I would have to agree with you once again,” Felix said, returning her smile.


  “Is there a number where I can contact you?” Raven asked.


  “Yes.” Felix flipped a business card out of his vest pocket. “A private number is on the back.”


  Raven turned the card over and read the number softly out loud before she placed it in the inside pocket of her blouse. “Two zero two. That is a Washington, D.C., area code. Am I correct?”


  “Indeed, you are correct.”


  The phone in the van beside Sparrow suddenly came to life again. She quickly activated a trace. It was Oscar Nelson’s personal line this time, the private number Felix had just given to Raven. Sparrow let the phone ring and waited for Oscar Nelson’s private voicemail to pick up.


  “I will contact you at 1:07 p.m. two days from now,” a female voice said. “At that time, I will tell you where to meet me in one half hour. At this meeting, we will discuss payment arrangements, and you are to bring whatever intelligence you can provide that will assist me.”


  “Felix,” Jester started, “do not let the conversation end yet. We have not traced the second transmission coming from the room yet.”


  “It’s still not finished?” Sparrow asked, amazed. Usually, the satellites traced open transmissions within a couple of minutes.


  “I have a secret to tell you, Madam,” Felix confessed to Raven.


  “Only if you believe my virgin ears can receive it, my love,” she grinned.


  “Unlike the many others I harbor, this secret is PG rated.”


  Raven’s face broke into a sly smile. “Rats. But I am still all ears.”


  “I’m awfully new at this. I need to know what items you will require to expedite this operation.”


  “Okay.” There was a pause. “I’ll need blueprints, museum guards’ names and addresses.” Raven paused. “Provide the layout of security devices and deactivation codes if you have them, and any keys or key codes you can obtain within the next 40 hours.”


  “OK, got it.”


  Jester looked at the trace on the transmission. It still had not reached a target. “Negative on the transmission loop, Felix. Repeat, negative on the loop.”


  “Well, if you have no more questions, we will meet again in approximately 40 hours. Be sure to bring those documents for me, Oscar,” Raven reminded Felix, rising from the sofa.


  “Well, I’ll be sure to put on my best tuxedo,” Felix playfully added.


  Raven extended her hand to Felix, who shook it lightly but firmly.


  “Good seeing you again, Raven,” Klingner acknowledged, slowly rising to his feet.


  “Please remain seated, my friend,” Gary instructed Felix, twisting the vase on the coffee table adjacent to the sofa. The sliding door opened, the doorman waiting beyond it.


  “Raven, have a safe return.”


  “As always,” she called back, passing through the library.


  “The transmission ended,” Jester announced. “Right when she walked out of the room.”


  “Where was she transmitting to?” Sparrow asked.


  Jester was silent.


  “You mean it didn’t find the source?”


  Jester shook his head.


  “They were in there for ten minutes! She could have been transmitting to France and we would know it.”


  “I’m running diagnostics on the tracker now. I don’t know what happened. We had more than enough time to trace, but the target wasn’t found.”


  “Did we even get a region?”


  Jester shook his head. “Use the sat to follow her, and I’ll try and figure out what the hell just happened. And run the voice on that voicemail message through the audio database. See if we can find a match.”


  The mix-and-match screen beeped three high-pitched tones, meaning it had found a match for the picture of Raven it was given.


  “Gotcha, grandma,” Jester said, swiveling around in his chair.


  Sparrow watched through the bird’s-eye satellite view as Raven’s black Mercedes pulled out of the Klingner estate while Jester read through Raven’s profile.


  “She’s lip synching,” Jester mumbled, turning back around to analyze the satellite diagnostics. “Everything’s clean. The satellite equipment is in top shape. As a matter of fact,” Jester continued, pressing the Page Down button on the keyboard, “this baby was launched just five months ago, and manufactured four months before that. Maybe it’s the tracing program. Let me see what it did find.”


  Jester pressed a few buttons on the touch screen to reenact the trace. A map of Delaware and the surrounding states was displayed. Jester saw where the transmission was going, but there was no source for the signal.


  “This can’t be real,” Jester sighed, scratching his head. “The trace was on for ten minutes, and it’s like there was no trace. There isn’t even a partial trace.”


  Jester zoomed out on the screen but saw nothing. He zoomed out again. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He zoomed out yet again. Now the whole country was showing on his laptop screen, with no source of the transmission. Frustrated, he rapidly pressed the zoom-out button five more times, with a grunt of disgust.


  Sparrow turned around from her screen and looked over toward her vexed colleague before speaking. “The voice on the voicemail box was electronically altered. Just like we do sometimes. It could have been a man, for all we know.”


  She saw that Jester wasn’t even paying attention to her.


  “Jesus. I can’t believe this,” Jester murmured to himself. “This is inconceivably ludicrous.—Hey, where is Raven going?” Jester suddenly asked Sparrow.


  “Hey, you guys there?” Felix asked through the IAT as he was getting into his car.


  “We’re still here. Meet us at the rendezvous point in 40 minutes,” Jester answered. “Hammer, Vadar, you with us?” he asked.


  “We’re in the medical lab,” Vadar answered through his IAT. “What’s up?”


  “The liaison was a front man, well front woman, actually, but there’s some important information I need to brief you on regarding tonight’s events. There is a rendezvous in 40 minutes. Will you two be there?”


  “Negative,” Vadar answered. “But I’ll make sure we’re at a stopping point.”


  “Much obliged,” Jester told him. “Have fun playing Dr. Frankenstein.”


  Sparrow looked at the sat image again. “Looks like she’s heading towards a hotel. What’s wrong with the transmission trace?”


  Jester took a deep breath. “Come take a look. This is unbelievable.”


   



  Zyablikov parked his truck on the curb about a mile away from Gary Klingner’s house. He waited until 3:00a.m., when he knew Klingner would be sleeping soundly. This time, Zyablikov was ready. He had the intelligence, and though he had only had two days to plan the entire operation, swift planning was his specialty, which made his organization remarkably more potent and eminently dangerous than before. He felt as well prepared as he had when operating with Devin’s intelligence, and now this was the second official assignment under his own administration. He had faith in himself and faith in his soldiers. The objective was clear: Get Klingner. He’ll know how to locate Devin, the man who had betrayed Zyablikov and set him up to take the fall for the assassination of a foreign diplomat who happened to lead the largest and most promising Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty in history. Zyablikov now understood he was the most wanted man in the world. His simple American alias of Dennis Garret would not save him from the vengeance of those seeking to stop him at any cost.


  As long as there were no spectacular deviations from the plan, everything should fall into place. The weapons had been secured from the safehouse easily enough, and he had gone over the plan, studying every detail carefully. The entry team was Team F plus A-3, A-4, and A-5. Lugor and Yakof provided the essential support and cover needed to ensure no casualties during Klingner’s extraction and to protect the escape route. Team F waited outside the back of the estates. There was a thick brick wall separating the estates from public property, but well in the back of the estates, hidden by the trees, there was a back gate for the caretakers to use. The gate was still, though securely fastened, but it was unguarded.


   “Team A, report.”


  “A-1, looking sharp,” Oleg Lugor reported from his position atop a large hill, a little inside of a mile away from the scene. He was equipped with his Barrett .50 caliber sniper rifle, which was already set up on its bi-pod with the long silencer tightly screwed on. The specially designed silencer would not only quiet the sound but eliminate the muzzle flash as well. This uniquely designed silencer would not even slow the bullet down, as, at this distance, he could not afford to. The flash shield not only protected his location but also prevented the sight disorientation that occurred when the Barrett’s bright flash put blue spots in his eyes for a few seconds, preventing him from aiming quickly again. Lugor knew the Barrett had an effective range of one mile to 2,000 yards, but what worried him was the angle trajectory. Shooting from on the top of a hill, he had to consider gravity along with the ballistics and other dynamics of his aiming. He would have to aim several feet above his target to ensure that the bullet was on course. Usually, the scope would take care of this if he set the range right, but that was yet another thing to worry about. He would rather have been down inside the estates like everyone else, but the rifle was simply far too heavy to shoot accurately from up in the trees surrounding the estate.


  He looked out at the mansion. The large structure looked to be made of brick, with the second story fairly covered with windows. Thick luxury curtains prevented any view inside of the mansion with the naked eye. Lugor switched to the infrared view on the scope by twisting the knob on the left side of the rifle sight. He saw the heat patterns of several guards through the heavy curtains and concluded that four guards were in the corridor alone. He turned the scope adjustment knob to night vision. Ambient green light filled the screen. Lugor could not see faces, but merely moving blobs, which was really all he needed to see to be effective. At his range, he was not going for head shots, only body kills. As long as his spotter, Yakof, performed his duty, there would be no problems. The Barrett rifle weighed 37 pounds alone, and with the case, an extra ten. With the heavy case in his hands, his arms had burned as he had raced up the long hill to reach the perfect shooting angle. In addition, he had carried a second “just in case” metal package that was also heavy. Zyablikov had instructed him to carry it, though Lugor didn’t think there would be a need. Now he was ready, and now he anxiously awaited the signal.


  “A-2, red light,” Vladimir Yakof replied from near a tree just outside of the back of the estates. He had already put together his Heckler and Koch PSG-1 .30 caliber rifle but was not yet in position. Yakof climbed up the nearby tree and comfortably positioned himself among its branches. He placed one foot in the crevice formed by the tree’s two main branches, then leaned on a branch that looked sturdy enough. He pulled out his pocketknife and cut through a couple of flimsy tree branches that blocked his view. He cursed his position in the treetop but knew that if Zyablikov had placed him here, there was no other option. He knew Lugor was about a mile way, and he did not envy him.


  The HK PSG-1 was a weapon Yakof was familiar with and enjoyed using. It was terribly expensive, but that really wasn’t his problem. He enjoyed the rifle’s sleek design, including its free-floating barrel, which allowed for greater accuracy, because the barrel did not touch the stock. The rifle was unparalleled in performance and accuracy, and he needed this extra advantage to compensate for his toilsome position. Also on hand were infrared optic sights, along with and night-vision sights, so he would be able to see inside and outside of the mansion.


  Even though he was in a tree, which was an extremely difficult position to shoot from, he needed to perform well if Team F was going to make a safe retrieval of the target. Yakof contemplated again about Lugor’s one-mile range over his 1100-foot range and realized Lugor only had a five-shot magazine for the Barrett while he had a 20-shot clip for the PSG-1. It suddenly didn’t seem so bad to be up in the tree, as long as he had his special silencer that would also eliminate the muzzle flash. He looked through the sights and turned the knob to the night-vision view and could clearly see the guards on the roof. He switched to infrared and looked inside the corridor. Even though the heavy curtains were down over the large glass windows, with the infrared, Yakof could easily make out the shapes of each and every guard, and what they were doing.


  “A-2, green light, Iceman,” Yakof reported after he was in position.


  “A-3 ready on signal,” Demitri Liutoboets replied.


  “A-4 in place,” David Nukludko responded.


  “A-5 awaiting your mark,” Iake Tatomir reported.


  “Team F, report,” Zyablikov instructed.


  “F-1 standing by,” Zlata Olimpan announced.


  “F-2 ready,” Rhyhor Karandei said.


  “F-3, check,” Viktor Nesignev answered.


  “F-4, green light,” Aleksander Straz reported.


  “Team F, move.”


  Olimpan pulled a small vial of metal-eating acid out of her belt. It was the same acid Nukludko had used on the cruise ship, and Zyablikov could not stop finding new uses for this creation. Olimpan quietly poured the acid onto the ten-foot metal gate that was built into the ten-foot-high brick wall. In less than a minute, they were inside the Klingner estate. The estate was well illuminated, and the teams had to cross more than 800 feet before they reached the mansion. All four entry soldiers crouched along in the shadows and away from the motion sensors as Zyablikov had warned.


  Lugor aimed for the guard on the roof whose binoculars were facing the front of the estate. In a few moments, the roof guard was in his crosshairs. He fired the shot from almost a mile way away, and the guard collapsed with no shout and almost no sound.


  “One down,” Lugor reported to Zyablikov.


  The second guard was patrolling another area of the roof, but his position still classified him as a threat. He could still turn around and possibly spot Team F. Lugor studied the guard’s paces for one full minute. He thought back to his training in the Pit: One shot, one kill. No exceptions. It was the motto for the range game, so he made sure to take the extra few moments for the shot. The second guard held his binoculars up to his eyes, looking out at the front of the estates, just as the first guard had. He suffered the same penalty. The rifle bullet went straight through the guard's back and then exited through his chest in several pieces. No shout, no noise. Lugor had blessed him with a swift and painless death.


  “Two down,” he reported.


  Team F sprinted through the shadows, and before the second rooftop guard had shaken hands with death, they were within 150 feet of the back patio of the Klingner mansion.


  Through his sights, Yakof spotted two more sentries patrolling the backyard area. He picked the one who was closest to Team F and sent one silent shot after him. The guard’s head exploded. He stumbled headless for two steps before collapsing silently onto the grass.


  The second sentry was walking through the open area with a large canine. Yakof was glad Zyablikov had put him at an angle to the mansion, or he would have had to shoot at a difficult sideward view of his target. With the PSG-1 being an automatic rifle, Yakof was able to quickly execute the human first with a swift shot through the heart, then quickly fire twice at the dog. The dog made a pitiful yelp before slouching over and collapsing near his master, whining. Yakof didn’t know where a dog’s heart was, so he fired once more into the dog’s head, taking the life from him.


  “Sixteen,” Yakof mumbled to himself as a reminder of how many bullets he had left in his clip. “Area 1 secure,” Yakof reported.


  “A-4, move out,” Zyablikov instructed. “A-3, A-5, follow.”


  Gremis Nukludko left the main group to catch up with Team F. Liutoboets and Tatomir crept along slowly, in the shadows of the wall.


  Straz pulled out his pistol with the silencer screwed on and blasted the large-wattage motion light on the back corner of the mansion. Team F crept inside the new darkness toward the patio and its large sliding glass door. Nukludko crept around the corner and located a large metal box attached to the wall of the mansion. He severed the phone line to the mansion and shorted the central junction box that supplied power to the east wing of the mansion. This would buy Zyablikov the amount of time he needed before any external forces came onto the premises. The far side of the mansion would still have power, but this was irrelevant. The only thing that worried him was the possibility that one of the guards could have a cellular phone and might have the brains to call for the authorities before attempting to investigate the situation. On the other hand, a lot of private security agencies and bodyguards liked to be the heroes. This could be to Zyablikov’s favor tonight. He hoped all the guards were the cowboy types and that no one would call for outside assistance.


  Olimpan gave the hand signal for Team F to stay put. She then crept onto the large patio without a sound and quickly approached the door. She held a baseball-sized semi-sphere, which she pressed against the patio glass near the door handle. She turned the semi-sphere counterclockwise, released it, and then turned it again to complete one rotation. When she removed the semi-sphere, attached to it was a circle of glass from the patio door. Olimpan reached inside and carefully curled her wrist around to unlock the patio door from the inside.


  “Breach 1 complete,” Olimpan reported.


  “A-4, report status.”


  “Breach 2 complete. Ground lines cut. Power cut,” Nukludko reported.


  Zyablikov instructed Team F. “Move in. You have five minutes.”


  Olimpan signaled the team to move in, then Team F and Nukludko slipped onto the patio in the darkness. Olimpan eased open the patio door and heard the two rapid beeps as the alarm waited for someone to press the deactivation code. The assignment briefing had indicated these beeps were not supposed to occur. The security system was run through the phone lines, which had been cut.


  “Security line still active,” Olimpan reported. “Please advise.”


  “A-4, Breach 2 is incomplete,” Zyablikov relayed to Nukludko.


  Nukludko looked at the severed wire and did not understand how the phone line could still be active. He turned on his tiny flashlight and inspected the severed wire. He then saw the brand name of the security device: Kamodo. It was the most complicated and expensive security system ever created. Though the phone lines were severed, the system now relied on a gigantic battery backup. The silent alarm could still go off, but no call would be transmitted to the Kamodo station through the telephone line. The call would be transmitted via satellite, which would take minutes rather than seconds. The backup was buried underground and was totally inaccessible.


  “Kamodo security system does not allow second breach,” Nukludko replied. “Ground line is cut, and power is out. Alert will be relayed by sat.”


  “ETA of sat relay?” Zyablikov asked.


  “Two minutes, maximum,” Nukludko replied.


  Zyablikov understood that he actually had a little more time than this by way of logistics; the estate was quite a distance from the nearest police station. Zyablikov assumed Klingner wanted it this way, since he had his own private police.


  “Move in,” Zyablikov instructed Team F. “You have two minutes.”


  Team F moved inside the mansion to the living room. They had each worn night-vision goggles, which also were equipped to spot infrared beams. Each team member carried with him or her rapid-fire weapons with silencers attached. Except for Olimpan, who toted a Benelli M-1 Super 90 12-gauge shotgun. The 14-inch barrel allowed her to move in and out of the rooms without having to maneuver the weapon. It was a specialized entry gun; one blast was enough to kill any man. Its mere five-shot magazine concerned her at times, however. The gun was capable of carrying more, but then she would have to extend the barrel. This would make the shotgun longer, more of a burden, and impossible to maneuver quickly. In the Pit, they always convinced her that large amounts of ammunition were not needed. “If you need a lot of ammunition for a covert operation, you’re doing something wrong,” she remembered her assault instructor saying. Still, Olimpan would not have minded a few more rounds, just in case. There were no rules in her occupation. Anything could happen.


  All the intruders wore black uniforms and soft-soled shoes that enabled them to move quickly without a sound. Team F performed a brief sweep of the living room to spot any infrared beams.


  Still outside, A-3, Liutoboets, swung around to the back of the patio. He quietly placed several brick-sized devices on the patio and activated them. He then sprinted away from the patio, disappearing into a dark corner where the patio met with the back wall of the mansion. Like a statue shrouded in the darkness, he stood sentry there until A-4 was in place.


  After finishing with the circuit box, Nukludko crawled under the patio and lay, belly–down, in the dirt like a snake waiting for its prey. Liutoboets slowly positioned his banana-clipped UMP-45 where he could fire if the need arose.


  A-5, Tatomir, crept in the shadows along the back of the house until he was under Klingner’s bedroom windows. Then, aiming precisely, he tossed a grapple hook over the roof of the mansion, where it landed with a muffled clang. He gave the rope a firm tug before he quietly shimmied his way upward.


  “A-2, give me a reading,” Tatomir requested.


  Yakof looked through his infrared scope into Klingner’s bedroom, and through the heavy curtains, he saw two figures. Both were moving, but from the mass of colors that he saw through his scope, he could not tell what they were doing. They were standing very close together. “Two inside the room,” he reported to Liutoboets.


   



  In the bedroom of the Klingner mansion, Gary Klingner was dressed in a leather vest, leather boots, and nothing else. There was a naked teenage girl with a ball gag in her mouth tied to the bedpost. Whip marks and blood covered her stomach and chest from Klingner’s cat-o’-nine-tails. Tears streamed down the girl’s face, but her captor didn’t seem to notice.


  The night had begun with exhilaration for Kelly Bainbridge, but not now. Now she was receiving more than she had bargained for. The thought of sex with a multi-billionaire had at first intrigued her. But little by little, with her hands tied up and a ball gag stuffed in her mouth, the tide had begun to change from excitement to horror.


  Until tonight, she had not believed a U.S. senator’s daughter would ever have to worry about the deranged segment of society. She had always been protected from and had not suffered the treacherous and the uncertain. Tonight was different. She had stepped out on her own—and no one even knew where she was. Tonight, there was no one to protect her, and she could not even scream at this sick man to tell him who her father was or that her uncle was the head of the CIA. The young girl didn’t realize that inside the Klingner estate, it didn’t matter who her father was; Klingner was the Poppa.


  The affair had begun as flirty chatting on the Internet over a month ago. Tonight it had descended into sadistic inhumanity. Kelly realized with growing terror that her captor did not even view her as a person but as a mere object to entertain him. She was like a circus animal or a new toy to him. She knew the guards could hear her screaming before she was gagged, and she did not understand why no one came running to her rescue her.


  Klingner was enjoying himself to the utmost. The whips and leather excited him, as did the control. An enthusiastic sadomasochist, Klingner was further turned on by the fear the young girl displayed. Her eyes were wide with terror, and deep behind the ball gag, she was screaming.


  She wondered what the newspaper on the bedroom floor was for, and when Klingner brought it over to her, she became puzzled—and more terrified, as well.


  For Kelly, everything moved in slow motion. It was like a sick dream she could not wake up from. She pulled at her restraints violently as Klingner placed the newspaper by her feet and lit a match. Kelly shook her head frantically as the flames flitted about, trying to ignite. Klingner removed a green squirt gun from his dresser and aimed at Kelly’s young body. He happily squirted several times at her, like a kid playing cops and robbers. Kelly soon caught a whiff of the gasoline on her body and screamed behind the gag once again. And again. And again.


  

  Olimpan pointed to the infrared beams attempting to block the way to the staircase. It was a series of beams running from across the large lobby at a series of heights. There was a large diagonal one from the northwest corner to the southeast corner. Team F quickly looked around the room for guards or moving objects. There were none.


  Straz gave Olimpan a thumbs-up signal. Olimpan placed her M1 Super 90 on the floor and then swiftly maneuvered her way through the infrared beams. She turned, bridged, and twisted her body in turn to avoid each beam, somersaulting into a sideward roll to get under the last beam. It was a fantastic display of gracefulness and athleticism. She came out on the other side of the beams in less than nine seconds and rolled into the bottom of the stairwell with a soft thunk. Her name, Olympics, was well earned. She stood up and spotted the beam-control switch at the top of the stairwell. Suddenly, two shots were fired from Straz’s gun. An unseen guard had emerged around the corner, a move for which he had paid the ultimate price. The guard took a bullet in the side and loudly tumbled down the steps. Olimpan quickly raced up the steps and stopped the guard’s noisy descent. She pulled her large knife from the leg holster of her black combat suit and slit the guard’s throat from ear to ear, silencing him quietly.


  “One minute,” Zyablikov reported.


  Still beyond the estate, watching through the sights on their high-powered rifles, Lugor and Yakof saw commotion amongst the guards on the roof. They were rushing toward the east wing.


  “Breach detected,” Yakof reported to the teams.


  Olimpan quickly ran up the staircase, with not quite the stealth of her previous movements. She turned the beam-control knob counterclockwise. The beams suddenly, almost eerily, disappeared. Olimpan aggressively gave the ‘‘move’’ signal, and Team F quickly caught up to her. The four night soldiers sprinted up to the third floor of the mansion, and Straz handed Olimpan back her shotgun.


  Before they turned into the corridor toward Klingner’s bedroom, they knelt in a single-file line.


  Olimpan reported. “Level three,” she informed Zyablikov. She pulled a thin device from her suit.


  “One thirty,” Zyablikov replied, checking his watch.


  Olimpan extended the antenna-like pole. Fastened to it was a tiny square mirror. Without exposing her body, she extended the mirror around the corner at floor level and tilted the mirror up. She slowly raised the mirror and stopped when she saw four guards positioned strategically along the corridor. She could not take out one without the others seeing it. With two hand signals, she informed her team of the four armed guards around the corner.


  Shotgun in hand, Olimpan peeped her head around the corner. Team F swiftly and silently slid around the corner, positioning themselves belly-down on the black marble floor. They immediately opened silent automatic gunfire. No silencer existed for the M1 shotgun, so Olimpan did not shoot.


  The corridor was dimly lit, and while the guards returned fire immediately, one ran into Klingner’s bedroom. Without night-vision goggles, Klingner’s troops had poor aim. All of Team F sent Teflon-coated bullets through the air at their targets with nearly perfect aim. The loud return fire echoed throughout the mansion, and suddenly, the ceiling became alive with light.


   



  Klingner watched with eager eyes as the flames burned Kelly’s body. Suddenly, the door burst open and the captain of Klingner’s armed forces ran through the door.


  “Mr. Klingner!” the captain exclaimed. “We have armed intruders!”


  As the captain locked the bedroom door, Klingner quickly rushed over to his nightstand, pulled out a loaded .38 caliber revolver, and then ran into the master bathroom. The captain knelt behind the bed and got prepared to open fire with his automatic weapon when the intruders came in. Both men had left the screaming woman tied to the bedpost with the mild flames still roasting her.


  Outside, Lugor and Yakof witnessed guards running across the roof to the east wing and started to fire rapidly at the moving targets. About every other silent shot, a guard would drop, fatally wounded. The lights were now on in the east wing, and through the giant windows of the mansion, Lugor and Yakof were able to spot the guards rushing to the commotion, like ants to a mound of sugar.


  “Guards are on full alert,” Yakof reported from the tree.


  “A-5, report.”


  “Breach 3 almost complete,” Tatomir replied outside Klingner’s window.


  “ETC,” Zyablikov requested.


  “Fifteen seconds.”


  Inside Klingner’s bedroom, the sturdy wooden door was opened by silent gunfire. The captain blasted into the doorway but hit no one. The doorway was empty. Nesignev tossed a flash-bang canister into the room and signaled to Team F.


  “Entry flash in three,” Nesignev warned Tatomir, who was still in the window. Tatomir closed his eyes.


  Three seconds later, an ear-splitting explosion erupted along with a blinding light.


  Tatomir opened his eyes. Using his black semi-sphere, in a moment, he pulled a smooth circle of glass from the window. Like Olimpan, he unlocked the window from the inside. From his position, he could see the lights in the corridor on and wondered how this was possible with the power lines cut. He scanned the room before he opened the window. He saw the captain crouched behind the bed somewhat disoriented from the blinding flash. He also saw a naked young woman tied to the bedpost. Seeing that the captain had lost himself in the confusion, Tatomir stuck the barrel of his weapon into the circle in the window he had created and lost no time in the captain’s swift execution. He returned his pistol back to his belt, looking around amidst the smoke for any other possible threats. He did not see Klingner and realized he was hiding in the bathroom. He glanced at the girl, still tied up, gagged and burning. He opened and climbed through the window entering the room. Tatomir did not want to leave a witness and decided to put Kelly Bainbridge out of her misery with a silent bullet to the head.


  “All clear in Area 3,” Tatomir reported.


  Olimpan motioned for Team F to move in, and Tatomir motioned to the bathroom door with a fist, signaling that the target was inside. Straz closed what was left of the bedroom door, shutting off the light source for the target. With concentrated automatic fire, the bathroom door easily gave way, and Klingner blasted away in his dark bathroom at his assailants. The only light filtering in was from the bullet holes in the corridor doorway, and it was not enough to aim by. His bedroom was extremely large, and the outside corridor was 40 feet away. Klingner could not see the night assassins anywhere in the room. He only saw darkness all around him, and fired once more into it. He knew they were in the room. He had heard the captain slump to the floor, and he smelled the smoke from his bedroom. He tasted the fear that was in his heart.


  “Please!” he exclaimed. “I have money! Whoever is paying you, I’ll double it!”


  By the window, through his night-vision goggles, Tatomir observed Nesignev crawling through the bathroom door, belly-down. Karandei followed, also crawling on his elbows, slithering along like a snake.


  “Target attempting bribery,” Tatomir reported.


  Zyablikov took a moment to think. With the sudden change of events, he definitely did need funding. Neither he nor his comrades could go back to their lives as civilians once the Spymaster returned to Russia. He had been wondering how he would fund his living without any income. This was perhaps the one chance he had for a financial resolution, and he could not pass on it.


  “F-1, if there is a safe in the bedroom, take the money,” Zyablikov instructed Olimpan.


  “Where is this money?” Olimpan called out to Klingner.


  Nesignev and Karandei halted their advance toward Klingner.


  “There is a safe behind the painting on the wall,” Klingner cried. “I will open it if you promise to let me live!”


  “You have my word,” Olimpan replied. “Put the gun down now.”


  Klingner reluctantly tossed the gun into the bathtub.


  Outside in the treetops, Yakof was looking through the large window, observing the horde of guards running through the corridor. “We have a riot going on out here,” he reported to Olimpan. “We need to evacuate.”


  Klingner stood up, and instinctively, Nesignev and Karandei rolled out of the way in the opposite direction. Klingner heard them and screamed.


  “Calm down, Klingner,” Olimpan instructed. “Walk out of the bathroom slowly. Walk toward the painting on the wall.”


  Olimpan then motioned for Straz to position himself by the bedroom doorway and secure the perimeter. Tatomir took post by the window, and Nesignev and Karandei slithered out of the bathroom behind Klingner.


  “I can’t see you,” Klingner pleaded.


  “Don’t worry about me. We can see you. Walk over to the painting and open the safe. You have 40 seconds before I think you are stalling and I kill you.”


  Straz motioned for Karandei and Nesignev to approach the bedroom door. With the corridor lights, he could easily see several armed guards rapidly creeping through the corridor.


  Klingner walked toward a large picture on the north wall of his bedroom. Through the goggles, Olimpan saw it was a portrait of Klingner himself. He quickly slid the painting to the right and turned the dial on the safe rapidly. He tugged, and the safe…wouldn’t open. Olimpan hit him across the head with her shotgun barrel.


  Klingner cried out. “Let me try again!” Klingner cried. “I’m just nervous! Please!”


  “Four minutes,” Zyablikov reported.


  “One more time. If the safe does not open, your head will,” Olimpan warned.


  Klingner turned the dial to clear it, and then attempted the combination once more.


  Straz heard more guards coming up to the third floor. From the doorway with his UMP-45, he obliterated the ceiling lights in the corridor near the bedroom. Darkness would add an advantage. His team was the only one with advanced night equipment. Straz, Nesignev, and Karandei each took different firing positions in the doorway and waited for the guards to come into view from either side of the hallway.


  “F-1, tell your men to get out of the hallway. I can eliminate some of the threats from here,” Yakof reported, watching the creeping guards in infrared. From 1100 feet away, he could not tell Klingner’s men from Team F through the gigantic corridor window. Olimpan could not leave Klingner to pass the message to Straz, who was by the doorway with his back turned to her. The other men could not hear the message over the gunshots. They had opened fire on the guards to keep them at a distance, and there was heavy return fire.


  Klingner tugged at the safe once again, and it did not open.


  “You are stalling,” Olimpan growled.


  “No!” he cried. “One last chance, I beg you.”


  Machine gun fire came from outside the bedroom, and Olimpan heard the sound of a helicopter outside the bedroom window.


  Hearing no response to Yakof from Olimpan, Zyablikov stepped in. “Olimpan, are all of Team F out of the corridor?”


  “Yes, Iceman,” Olimpan replied.


  In the darkness, Klingner gave Olimpan a puzzled look. “Excuse me?” he said.


  “Thirty more seconds. Three strikes and you’re out,” Olimpan warned.


  “A-2, green light,” Zyablikov instructed Yakof.


  Yakof opened fire on anyone in the corridor. He saw bodies drop in infrared. “Five,” Yakof counted to himself.


  “Audio of aerial support,” Olimpan reported to Zyablikov.


  Klingner turned the dial on the safe again.


  From a mile away, Lugor saw a helicopter rise above the estates. “Chopper on premises,” Lugor reported.


  “Team F, pull out with target,” Zyablikov instructed. “A-1, code blue.”


  Olimpan waited until Klingner finished his last try, and sure enough, the safe popped open. There was a black suitcase imprinted with a unique emblem on it, a silver handgun, some jewelry, a large envelope with the same unique emblem, and a mini compact disc.


  “Thank you for your cooperation.” Olimpan grinned in the darkness. She then shot Klingner in the heart with a tranquilizer. He crumpled to the ground as Olimpan grabbed everything out of the safe and signaled Tatomir to retrieve Klingner. Tatomir lifted Klingner, slung him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and ran toward the window. He grabbed the rope, hopped over the large windowsill with Klingner, and slid down to the ground.


  Olimpan unzipped her combat suit and followed after, stuffing everything inside of it, with the suitcase dangling from her left hand.


  “Positive. Repeat: Mission is positive,” Olimpan reported, tossing a brick-shaped device onto the floor.


  “Team F, move out!” Olimpan shouted to her teammates. Straz quickly tossed a gas bomb and watched it explode in the corridor before he moved into the bedroom.


  Karandei and Nesignev hopped through the open window and slid down the rope after Olimpan. With their gloved hands, they were able to slide down the rope as fast as gravity would carry them. Olimpan looked up toward the sound of a helicopter and saw one hovering over the estates with its searchlight, scanning the landscape. Olimpan and Tatomir dashed toward the back of the estates, toward the hole in the gate through which they had entered.


  Lugor got his anti-tank missile launcher from beside him. He had given Zyablikov a puzzled look when he had been instructed to bring this along, but he now silently praised Zyablikov as he looked through
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