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Аннотация
Captain Grant Stevens and his team wait in Germany for a flight home, having just returned from a completed mission in Austria. A call from Admiral John Torrinson, Chief of NIS, changes their plans. Grant and his men are asked to "go above and beyond" again. They'll complete the new mission with lethal speed and precision.
Without warning an American facility in Sicily has been attacked by a renegade Mafia group. Sarin nerve gas, heavy weapons, and munitions have been stolen. Collateral damage is heavy.
SEAL missions are grueling by any definition of the word, but this mission takes an unexpected turn. Stevens discovers his friends could be among the victims.
The mission: Infiltrate the compound, eliminate resistance, rescue any hostages, and find the nerve gas.


Jamie Fredric
In the Mouth of the Wolf

For All Those Who Have Served
All Gave Some, Some Gave All


In 19th century Sicily, the word “mafioso”
signified a bully, arrogant but also fearless,
enterprising, and also proud.

To this present day, the definition still rings true.

Prologue

Scattered throughout the island of Sicily, in hill towns, caves, around the ancient Greek city of Agrigento, and along the southern coast, the Mafia had hidden vast amounts of supplies, accumulated over the years, and especially during and after World War II. Munitions and weaponry had been “acquired” through raids, bribery, and pure Sicilian ingenuity.
The Mafia (also known as “La Cosa Nostra”), a criminal syndicate that emerged in the mid-nineteenth century in Sicily, is a loose association of criminal groups that share a common organizational structure and code of conduct. Each group, known as a “family” (or “clan”), claims sovereignty over a territory in which it operates its rackets, usually a town or village or a neighborhood of a larger city.
Earlier in the year after receiving a tip, La Dogana (Customs) confiscated a fishing boat off Sicily’s northern coast near Palermo. What the officials found was more than just a typical daily haul of calamari, sardines, and octopus. Discovered below deck was a cache of weapons, more specifically, Uzis and M1 Garands.
The original destination for the weapons was the black market in Naples. Instead, Pino Falcone, the “Boss” and head of the Mafia’s Palermo organization, “greased the palm” of a Customs official for half the weapons confiscated by using the simple, effective means called Lira, money. Falcone’s reputation of using other methods of persuasion were not openly spoken about, but they were certainly well-known, making the official more than willing to accept Falcone’s generous offering.
Falcone is a representative of a mandamento, a district of three geographically contiguous Mafia families that make up the Sicilian Mafia Commission. The commission first came about in order to settle disputes between members of the various families and their bosses in order to discipline members of each family. The first Sicilian Mafia Commission for the province of Palermo was formed after a series of meetings between top American and Sicilian mafiosi in 1957. It was suggested the Sicilians follow the example of the American Mafia that had formed its commission in the 1930s.
Luigi Castalani, a mere “soldier” within Falcone’s organization, had in his possession the exact locations of munitions Falcone had stored throughout Sicily, having worked closely with the “Boss” over many years. Castalani looked to the future, his future, and had all intentions to rise above being just a “soldier.”
Knowing how much Falcone seemed to appreciate anyone with new ideas, and if he could make his plan work, there wouldn’t be any reason for Falcone to deny him a place in the upper echelon of the Palermo Cosa Nostra. Perhaps soon he would become a caporegime (captain) where he would be in charge of all the “soldiers.” And one day, if he proved himself worthy, he might even become the “Underboss,” with only Falcone himself being higher.
For months he planned and devised the means to syphon weapons from under the nose of Falcone. All the munitions and all the planning would allow him and his group known as “La Mano del Diavolo” (“The Hand of the Devil”), to prepare for and launch its attack, to infiltrate an American compound, to obtain the weaponry necessary to threaten governments along the west coast of Europe, extorting money, gaining power for the Mafia, for Falcone, and gaining power for himself.
He had to make his plan work, otherwise, there would not be any promotion. His life would be worthless… but more than likely, it would be over. Falcone would see to it either way.

Chapter 1

Rhein-Main Air Base, Germany
Apartment of Lieutenant Theresa Palmer
Grant walked across the beige shag carpeting on his way to a large picture window in the living room. The room itself was very plain, with white walls. The only decorations were a few black and white photographs of Bavaria, boats on the Danube, and the Tiergarten, the oldest public park in Berlin.
Standing by the window, he raised the aluminum window blinds, then rested a hand against the window frame, as he looked south down Ellis Road and the lights of Rhein-Main Air Base. Located adjacent to the busy Frankfurt International Airport, the noise from jet engines this evening didn’t seem to distract him as his mind reviewed the mission he and his team had just completed.
Three months earlier he received orders from Admiral John Torrinson, Chief of NIS (Naval Investigative Service), sending him on TAD (temporary additional duty) to Coronado where he reported to the commanding officer at Naval Special Warfare.
His assignment was to handpick a squad of SEALs and train with them. Eventually, their mission had taken them into Austria, on the hunt for an escaped dictator, who had been put on trial and convicted for genocide and crimes against humanity. He was sentenced to death, but escaped when soldiers still loyal to him, attacked a convoy that was taking him to prison. After months of being on the run, rumors started circulating of possible locations of his whereabouts.
The SEALs received their warning order, and a week after hitting the ground in Austria, they found him hiding in an underground storage room beneath a church in Jaidhof, a town northwest of Vienna.
* * *
The sound of a sultry voice interrupted his thoughts. “Having a problem, sailor?” Her arm brushed against his back as she tied the silk sash around her black negligee, the lacy material doing little to hide the willowy figure beneath.
“Only problem I’ve got is you! These visits are way too short!” Grant smiled as she stepped next to him. At 6’1” he was nearly a half foot taller than her, and he looked down into her hazel eyes. “Mmm… you smell good,” he said, leaning toward her.
“It’s just soap,” she smiled. With a deft, unconscious motion, she wrapped the long brown strands of hair behind her ear, then stood on her toes and kissed him. “ I’ve gotta go. Duty calls.” She spun around and headed for the bedroom.
He watched her until she disappeared behind the closet door. From the moment they met in Coronado, they hit it off, with their relationship turning into one that was more than casual and a little more than sexual. But commitment was never in the picture. They each had their careers.
Giving his submariner a quick glance, he followed her to the bedroom. “Look, since you’ve got duty, guess I may as well head back to the BOQ. Maybe I can grab some extra Z’s before the flight. Can you give me a ride?” He reached for a hangar holding his dress blues.
“Sure. Say, how’s that friend of yours?” she asked as she pulled on her stockings, attaching each one to a white, lace garter belt.
“Joe? He’s good. Right now he’s on TAD. Somebody within the higher ups requested he be in charge of an EOD team out of Little Creek. He’s at the new Armed Forces Network facility.”
The phone rang, she answered, then put the receiver on the nightstand. “It’s Senior Chief Moore.” She continued zipping up her uniform skirt, while at the same time trying to balance herself as she stepped into her black heels.
He picked up the receiver. “Yeah, Ray, what’s up?”
“Sir, just checked with BaseOps. Our flight’s been rescheduled. We’ve got an earlier flight leaving at 0630.”
“Very well. I’ll meet you in front of the BOQ at 0530.”
“I’ll request a van for pickup, sir.”
“Appreciate it, Ray.” He hung up. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Terri standing in the doorway, twisting her single-braided hair into a knot at the nape of her neck.
She asked with concern, “Something going on?”
“Our flight’s been rescheduled. We leave at 0630.”
“That’s a weird flight time.”
“One takes what one can get,” he grinned, mischievously, as he tucked his long-sleeve white shirt into his trousers.
She ignored his remark, and said, “I won’t be Stateside for another two months. Do you know if and when you’ll be back here or if we can meet in D.C.?”
“Don’t know. I'll touch base with you in a couple of days, okay?”
“Ha! Where’ve I heard that before? Well, you know where I keep the extra key.”
Ten minutes later they left the apartment.
* * *
On their way to the base, driving down Ellis Road, they passed the Berlin Airlift Memorial. Grant couldn’t help think about the important role Rhein-Main played after the end of World War II. In June 1948 the Soviet Union blocked access to the three Western-held sectors of Berlin, which lay deep within the Soviet-controlled zone of Germany. This move had cut off all rail and road routes going through Soviet-controlled territory in Germany. Rhein-Main became the primary American terminal in Western Germany for the great Berlin airlift. By the time the airlift ended, over two million tons of food and supplies had been delivered.
The concrete memorial was constructed in a small park. Nicknamed “the hunger rake,” the three arching “prongs” represent the three official air corridors used by aircraft passing over East German territory on flights between West Berlin and West Germany.
* * *
After showing their IDs to the guards, they were waved through the gate. Grant pointed out the window. “There’s the gedunk. Just drop me off there.”
Bringing the VW beetle to a rolling stop, she slipped the gearshift into park. “How will you get to the BOQ when you’re done? I won’t be able to take you.”
“Not a problem. I’ll walk or hop the duty bus.”
He got out, closed the door, then went around to her side as she rolled down the window. Leaning in towards her, he whispered, “Thanks for everything.”
“My pleasure! And I might say the same!”
He gave her a long kiss, then backed away from the car. She waved out the window as she drove off. “See ya, sailor!”
As he walked into the cafe he removed his cap and slipped it under his left arm. He just started eyeing the menu when he heard, “Captain!”
Turning, he saw Senior Chief Moore waving him over to the table where the rest of the team was sitting. As he approached the table, they all stood. “As you were, gentlemen,” he smiled.
He looked around the table at each man. These men, who helped him complete another successful mission, had at one time experienced “Hell Week” during their SEAL training, where their instructors instilled in them the “Team mentality.” At the end of their training, they all came to embrace the prize, the “Holy Grail” of BUD/S, the ability to understand the word “Team.”
Senior Chief Ray Moore, with his rugged face, black hair, and a “take no prisoners” attitude. He’d been with Teams the longest and had made senior chief two years earlier.
Petty Officer First Class Craig Simpson, 5’10”, blond hair, baby face, and strong as an ox. Simpson was the “stand-up comedian” and always ready with a joke.
Petty Officer First Class Ken Womack had short-cropped brown hair, blue eyes, and a flat, wide nose, held together with a metal plate, the result of being hit with a baseball bat when he was in high school.
Petty Officer Second Class Paul Cranston was born and raised in South Carolina. The redheaded Cranston spoke fast and furious, with a deep southern twang.
Petty Officer Second Class Eric Lewis was the youngest member of the squad. At barely 5’8” Lewis always felt he had to prove something to himself. Becoming a SEAL had been his own mission in life. Once “Hell Week” was finished, his teammates recognized the fact that he had “muscles in his shit.”
Petty Officer Second Class Vince Russo’s nickname was “Adonis,” with his dark curly hair, brown eyes and all-around good looks. The name wasn’t exactly one the Navy SEAL enjoyed being called by his teammates. But when it came to the ladies, he had no qualms boasting about it.
“How’s it going, sir?” Moore asked with somewhat of a smirk. They had noticed Grant drive up with Terri, knew there was a relationship, but also recognized the fact that it wasn’t any of their business.
“Good, Ray. Glad to be going home. Hey, what’s good to eat here?”
Ken Womack laughed. “It’s a gedunk, sir! Your choices are far and few between.”
Grant laid his cap upside down on the chair’s red vinyl seat. “Guess that means burgers. Be right back.” He returned with two cheeseburgers, a carton of milk, and seven Snickers candy bars. He usually had a stash of the candy with him, but there hadn’t been much time on this trip. He picked up a plastic knife and smeared some ketchup on the bun. Getting ready to take a bite, he pointed to the candy. “Help yourself.”
“Thanks, sir!” Simpson smiled, as he and five others reached for the chocolate bars.
“Think I’ll pass,” Moore said.
“Then that’s one extra for me,” Grant laughed, snatching the last one from the table.
An hour later he walked into his room at the BOQ. Flipping on the wall switch, a dim light on the nightstand came on and he stood there briefly, before dropping his key on the dresser. The room was sparsely furnished. Besides the dresser and nightstand there was a single bed with a dark blue bedspread, and a small wooden desk with matching straight-back chair. Don’t need anything else, he thought. The life he led was lonely at times, and it was times like this when he felt the loneliness even more. He was nearly thirty-seven years old, but he couldn’t begin to imagine sharing this life — his life — with anyone. It just wouldn’t seem fair.
Once he had showered and shaved, he flopped down on the crisp white bed sheet, drawing the top sheet over him. Clasping his hands behind his head, he tried to relax, but it was happening more often, every time he was coming from or going on a mission.
The same pictures flashed in his mind, almost like a slideshow. Grigori, Joe, Moscow, Tony Mullins on the Bronson, Libya, the op in Cuba, Bolivia. Over and over the images slid by until the face of Eugene Morelli jolted him. “Dammit! This shit’s gotta stop!” he mumbled.
He threw off the sheet and sat up. Sliding his legs over the edge of the bed, he lingered there briefly, with his head hanging down. Finally, he got up and went to get a drink of water. He swished the warm water around in his mouth, then angrily threw the paper cup in the trash. Wiping sweat from his forehead, he slowly walked to the only window in the room, pushing a short, white curtain aside.
Standing there, staring out into the night, but not seeing anything, he tried to make himself understand. He’d been on rescue missions, search and destroy missions, seen things, done things no humans should have to see or have to remember. If only he didn’t have to remember.
There was no way to get away from it. He’d have to live with his past and whatever was in his future. He never felt any guilt, never would feel any guilt, but still, he’d have to live with it.
Forcing himself back to bed, he started invoking his karate discipline of relaxation. He concentrated on slowing down his breathing and heart rate, letting all other thoughts disappear. In under ten minutes, he was finally asleep.

Chapter 2

Outside the town of Enna, Sicily
Taking off his new Fendi sunglasses and resting them on top of his head, the driver pressed down on the accelerator of his black Alfa Romeo Spider. He glanced in his rearview mirror, seeing a red, four-door Fiat Giulietta Berlina sedan beginning to fall farther behind. With so many pressing matters he had to contend with the past couple of months, toying with his bodyguards, Massimo Gallo and Dino Luca, seemed to be his only distraction.
Both men resembled characters out of a gangster movie, with barrel chests, broad shoulders, hands the size of ham hocks, and lifeless eyes. Neither of them were quick on their feet, and their IQs were as high as un asino (a donkey). He selected them solely on their appearance, as the intimidation factor was a high priority.
As he looked in the mirror, he visualized in his mind the two men using every vulgar word in the Italian language as they did their best to catch up to him this evening. Basta, he thought. Enough. He eased up on the accelerator.
Luigi Castalani, about 5’6”, in his mid-forties, and heavy set, was born in and grew up in Palermo. His pockmarked face and blue eyes were always an embarrassment to him during his growing up years. Even though nearly eighteen percent of Sicilians have blue eyes, Castalani felt like an outsider, always wondering if his father was actually his natural father.
During and after World War II, living on the streets of Palermo became a way of life for young men. For many it meant survival. Castalani was one of those young men, taking to the streets of his home, bullying and intimidating. He’d dropped out of high school early, but he had what many deemed more important than an education. He had developed a knowledge of the streets.
Following in the footsteps of his Uncle Francesco, he joined the Palermo Cosa Nostra at the age of eighteen. On advice from his uncle, he made it a point to stay close to Pino Falcone, with full intention of learning the ways of the Mafia, learning how to control, learning how to always come out on top, no matter who he stepped on along the way, and if necessary, who he “disposed of.” It was a matter of survival and power.
* * *
Castalani rolled down the window and rested his arm on the door. The early evening hour was cool and damp. Breathing in deeply, he smelled smoke from fireplaces and stoves. Sicilians in this part of the country, living away from cities, still maintained the older, simpler way of life, cooking on wood-burning stoves, making crusty breads and fresh cheese. Most still raised chickens, goats, sheep, living naturally off the land of their ancestors.
But for him, as poor as his family was, he felt richer than the people living here, living the lives they led. And yet, whatever he had, from his childhood to the present day, it never seemed to be enough. He always wanted more; he always expected more. And he was determined to get whatever he desired.
He turned on the headlights, preparing to start the drive alongIl Serpente(the serpent), the dark, two lane road stretching in front of him. He knew the road well, having traveled on its many twists and turns several times over the past months. For those who were unfamiliar with it, especially traveling at the speed he was going, disaster was likely. As the vehicle slid around a curve, its headlights glinted off dented fenders and broken glass scattered along the shoulder, a testament to Il Serpente’s hazards.
The Spider’s tires found dirt as the car entered a sharp curve. Castalani maintained complete control, still with only one hand holding the leather-covered steering wheel.
He’d been traveling for about ninety minutes. Any time now he was expecting to see the lights from Enna, a city where his brother, Angelo, lived with his son. The city is situated on a mountaintop almost in the exact center of Sicily and is the highest city on the island. It’s the only important city of ancient Sicily that wasn’t founded by foreign invaders.
A month earlier Castalani advised Angelo he was meeting friends in Enna, and from there, they’d be going away on a brief trip. And since his friends had already offered to drive, Luigi promised his brother to leave the Alfa with him, much to Angelo’s surprise.
The brothers had little in common and their visits were rare. They were always cordial to one another but that’s as far as it went. Angelo was a simple man, content with his life as a green grocer. His wife had died when she was thirty-four, leaving him to raise their eight year old son. He was a man who never questioned the life his older brother led, but was determined his own son would never become anything like his Uncle Angelo.
The hour was late when Castalani pulled into the driveway. Seeing the headlights, Angelo stepped outside, closing the door behind him. The brothers gave each other a quick, customary kiss on each cheek, then separated, both of them feeling uncomfortable.
The conversation was brief, with Castalani’s attention constantly being drawn away from his brother. His interest was mainly on the road.
In less than five minutes, and with relief at seeing the Fiat coming up the one lane road, Castalani tossed his brother the keys and said a quick goodbye. Angelo nodded and immediately went back into the house.
Dino Luca, sitting in the passenger seat of the Fiat, jumped out and opened the rear door for Castalani. Once his boss was settled, he slammed the door and climbed into the front seat, just as Castalani ordered, “Andiamo!”

Chapter 3

AFN Compound
Sicily
The U.S. had plans to build a new facility to house the Armed Forced Network (AFN) in southern Europe. After weighing other possible sites, the Italian island of Sicily was chosen. Fifty acres located approximately ten miles southwest of Catania, forty miles from the volcano Mount Etna was purchased.
The location was ideal since the countryside around the compound was mostly vacant land. A few farmhouses, long since deserted by families looking for better lives in America, are the only evidence this once held the dreams of many. Now olive groves, citrus and grape orchards, with scrub grass growing wildly around them, stand as reminders of what could have been.
Negotiations with the Italian government to lease the property took seven months. Construction was completed in fifteen months, and finally, after another two months, the network was up and running.
Already on the property was a dilapidated airplane hangar built during World War II, and adjacent to the hangar stood a small two-story building once used by the Germans as barracks. Having the buildings available made the property all the more feasible.
* * *
Shortly before 2100 hours, a Russian Kamov KA-25PS helicopter landed inside the compound of AFN. Mostly used for SAR (Search and Rescue) and transport, the helo didn't have a weapons bay but had provisions for twelve passengers or stretchers. Usually painted red and white, the only distinguishing mark was a red star painted on each of the triple tail fins.
The side door slid open and two men emerged, ducking and holding onto their hats, as they rushed beneath the rotating blades. One man carried a tan-colored leather briefcase, while the other had a small, black box with a handle. They were dressed in civilian suits, both dark gray in color, and black leather jackets. The men appeared to be in their early sixties, about the same height, 5’8”, both with salt and pepper hair. They hurried away from the helo, waiting for their escort.
Once the engine was completely shut down, the pilot unlatched his shoulder harness, then lifted his luggage from behind his seat. He walked to the open door. Leaning slightly, he gave a quick look around, then stepped out. He adjusted his hat, centering it squarely on his head, then closed the sliding door behind him.
He was 5’10”, with a solid body and short black hair, showing some gray strands near his temples. He had a typical Russian face, round with well-defined cheekbones, and eyelids that drooped slightly at the corners. He wore an olive green wool uniform and had a long coat folded over his arm. His visor hat was emblazoned with a sickle and hammer emblem, a complete uniform of the KGB.
Lieutenant (j.g.) Joe Adler had been standing in the doorway of the barracks that housed the EOD team, watching the helo on its descent. As soon as the last man exited the helo, he hurried toward the three visitors. With his arm outstretched and a wide smile, he walked past the two civilians and went directly to the officer.
“Colonel Moshenko, sir! It’s good to see you!”
Grigori Moshenko grabbed Adler’s hand, shaking it vigorously. “Joe! It has been a long time, my friend!”
“Yes, sir, it has been. Still haven’t been able to get you on U.S. soil, but I guess this is as good a place as any for us to meet.”
Moshenko laughed a deep laugh, then he turned to the two civilians, who spoke very little English so Moshenko translated when necessary. “Comrade Tarasov, Comrade Rusnak, please meet Lieutenant Joe Adler.”
The two Russians each offered a hand to Adler without words being spoken.
“Good to meet you, sirs,” Adler nodded.
Moshenko noticed a look from Tarasov that seemed to say, How do you know this American? A short explanation would have to suffice for the time being. “Joe and I met through a mutual friend, Captain Grant Stevens, comrades.”
That brought a surprise smile, however brief, from both Russians. Only Tarasov responded with a slight tilt of his head. “Ahh. Yes. I recognize the names now.”
Stevens, Adler and Moshenko worked a mission together in Moscow a little over a year ago. Although the names were never made public, the story behind what the three had accomplished had circulated within the confines of the Politburo for a long time after.
“Can I get you gentlemen some coffee?” Adler asked, looking back and forth between the three.
Moshenko translated, and the two Russians shook their heads. “They have brought their tea, Joe, along with their special glass containers, but they prefer to wait until morning.” Adler glanced at the strange-looking black box being held by Rusnak.
Tarasov tugged on Rusnak’s jacket sleeve as he said, “Colonel, we will go to our room. Stay with your friend if you wish.”
“Thank you, sir,” responded Moshenko, bringing the heels of his black boots together with a slight click. “I will not be long.”
Adler gestured for Petty Officer Taylor. “Doug, see these gentlemen to their room.” Taylor left with the two Russians.
“Come on, Colonel, let’s go have a seat inside,” Adler said, holding an arm out, pointing the way.
Once inside, Moshenko removed his cap, pulled out a wooden chair and sat opposite Adler. He reached for a Davidoff Grand Cru cigar from his top pocket, offering it to Adler, who declined.
“It is always good to meet with friends, Joe.” He struck a match and held the flame to the cigar, puffing until the tip glowed. Blowing out the match, he dropped it on the table, as he commented, “But we are missing someone.”
Adler responded, “I know, sir.”
“He is in Washington?”
“No, sir. He… well, sir,” Adler said, as he leaned closer and lowered his voice, “I believe he’s on another assignment with the SEALs.”
Moshenko smiled as he tilted his head and blew smoke from the corner of his mouth. “Ahh. The SEALs. That will be, as he would say, ‘right up… right up… ’ I forget, Joe. What is the term?”
“‘Alley,’ sir, right up his alley,” Adler laughed.
“Yes, ‘alley.’ You know, there have been many times when using your American words has almost put me into trouble!”
“Sorry to hear that, but you seem to enjoy it, don’t you?” Adler chided.
“I do. I do.”
Adler asked, “And your wife, sir, she’s okay?”
“Yes, Joe. Alexandra is well.” Moshenko couldn’t resist and added, “She keeps me behind the line, Joe!” Adler’s brow wrinkled, initially puzzled, then he cracked up. His blue eyes started tearing and he nearly choked trying to catch his breath. Moshenko just stared. “You are all right, Joe?”
“Yes, sir!” Adler took a deep breath, then rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes. “Sorry, sir, it’s just I think you meant, ‘she keeps you in line.’”
“Ah, yes, you are right,” he smiled, giving Adler a wink.
Leaning back in the chair, Adler locked his fingers behind his head. “So, how long will you be here, Colonel?”
Moshenko rested his elbows on the table, with the cigar dangling between his fingers. “We leave tomorrow evening. Comrade Tarasov has a meeting in East Berlin the following day.”
“It’s too bad you can’t stay longer. Me and my men have still got a lot of work to do, about another thirty-six hours worth, I’d say. I hope we’ll have some time together.”
“I hope so, Joe. I would like that.”
“Sir, excuse my asking, and maybe I shouldn’t even be asking, but was this trip really made to see the AFN facility, or do the comrades want to see what we were finding here?” Adler indicated with a thumb over his shoulder.
“I am not usually informed of all things, Joe, but I believe my government wishes to build a similar network for our military such as you have here. Your government graciously agreed to our request.” He lowered his voice and tapped a finger on the table, as he added, “But how can the comrades not be curious with what you have found? And how can we really know what the true reason may be?” he winked. “One can never be sure where this Cold War will lead, Joe. Maybe this is a small step to end the foolishness.”
Grigori Moshenko was always true to Russia, extremely good at his job, but was a man who looked to the future, hoping that one day his beloved country, his beloved Motherland, would change for the better. At their last meeting, Moshenko had made such a statement to his friends, Stevens and Adler, hoping the two would be able to travel to Russia again, only freely, and not in the clandestine manner they had to use in the past.
“We can only hope, sir.” Adler stood, stretching his arms overhead. “Well, guess we’d better turn in, if you don’t mind, sir. We have to start early in the morning if we hope to finish in two days. I guess you’ll be busy, too.”
“Yes, that is true.” Moshenko pushed his chair back, lifted his coat, and followed Adler to the stairs. “I will see you in the morning, Joe. Perhaps we can share some of your American coffee.”
“Sounds good, sir!”
“Spakoynay nochee, Joe.”
“Good night to you, too, sir.” Adler let Moshenko go upstairs ahead of him, waited until he reached the top step, then he turned out the light.
AFN Building
2230 Hours
American civilians who worked in the AFN building were not expected to start arriving until 0800 hours, coming from Motta where they lived on the local economy. It was cheaper for the government to pay them a housing expense to live outside the compound, than it was to demolish the old building and construct a new, more modern one.
As any space that houses delicate, technical equipment, the computer area inside the AFN building required extra protection. It was located in the middle of the two-story, windowless building and had its own generator.
On this particular day, one of the senior technicians, Sam Wright, had volunteered to spend the night, working on a glitch in the network. At 2230 hours, he went downstairs to check the lock once more on the first level entry door, then he shut off the lights and went back upstairs to work the problem. He was pretty confident he’d have it resolved in a few more hours, in time for the network to go live, broadcasting again on frequency Z-FM.

Chapter 4

The Countryside Beyond AFN Facility
0100 Hours
A small, rickety, flatbed truck, once used to carry colorful crates filled with fresh picked grapes and olives, slowly rolled to a stop along the shoulder of a dirt road, the driver immediately turning off headlights and engine.
Instead of crates, the truck now carried boxes of a different sort. Down each side were long wooden ones filled with M1 Garands, Beretta 92s, and Uzis. Lining the center of the truck were dark green, beat-up ammo boxes from World War II.
M1s were gas-operated, semi-automatic rifles with clips holding eight rounds of 30–06 Springfield cartridges. The clips for these rifles were known as “en blocks.” Basically, the cartridges were stacked on top of one another, being held in place by the base and extractor groove of the clip. The clip, with cartridges facing forward, was inserted into the top of the rifle. During World War II the rifle’s fire rate averaged 40–50 accurate shots per minute at a range of three hundred yards, making it the most single, fastest-firing service rifle.
The Beretta 92s were semi-automatic pistols, a modified version of the 92. A slide-mounted combined safety and de-cocking lever replaced the frame mounted manual thumb safety of the 92. The ammo for the Berettas were ten-round clips of 9 x 19 mm Parabellum.
The Uzi used an open bolt, blowback-operated design, that exposed the breech end of the barrel, thereby improving cooling during periods of continuous fire. Fifty-round magazines were stored in the ammo boxes.
Two men jumped out of the cab, quietly closing the passenger side door. Dead grass alongside the road was slick from a light rain earlier in the evening, making them slip as they hurried to the rear. One of them slapped the truck’s bed, giving the driver the “go” signal.
The driver, Giovanni Bruno, stepped on the clutch and slowly released the brake, as the two men in the rear began pushing the vehicle across the field, finally concealing it behind what was left of a small stone building.
Bruno, a man who grew up with Castalani on the streets of Palermo, helped him organize the group. Over several months, Bruno had chosen men who were eager to become part of the newly formed group. Many were homeless, some recently freed from prison. And it was Bruno who was instrumental in syphoning weapons that had been so carefully hidden over the years by Pino Falcone.
Making several trips, they started ferrying in the ammo and guns, stepping over and around pieces of thick splintered wood, the remains of a beamed ceiling now laying in disarray on the dirt floor.
Bruno had specifically chosen Edoardo Amara and Santo Piscaro to become his advanced party. Their responsibility was to transport the weapons, load the ammunition, then act as lookouts. He assigned Amara the task of loading the Berettas, Piscaro the rifles, and he would take care of the Uzis, since they were the weapons with which he was most familiar, having used them since his late teens. His uncles had taught him well, as did his friend, Luigi Castalani. And now, in the dark and quiet of his hiding place, he was able to load the weapons almost intuitively.
Two hours later, having completed loading ammo, the three men stood the rifles in a haystack design, six rifles per stack. The pistols were placed side-by-side in one of the crates, the Uzis in another. Then, all they had to do was wait for the remaining Diavoli to arrive.
Amara reached for a pack of cigarettes tucked in his jacket pocket, then drew one out with his lips.
“No,” Bruno warned him. “Not now.”
Amara nodded, pushing the cigarette back into the pack. “Si, si. Capisco.” (I understand.) They knew the slightest indication of anything out of the ordinary could prove disastrous for them, since no one had been in this ruin of a building for years.
Bruno pulled out a tattered piece of cloth from his pants pocket and wiped sweat from his face. He removed his coppolla, the traditional wool flat cap, and ran the cloth over top of his dark, curly hair.
He pointed to Piscaro. “Take the binoculars. Keep an eye on the facility until Edoardo relieves you. And look for the guards. They should be starting their rounds.” Piscaro nodded, then disappeared into the field.
To help ensure success of the attack, the homes of three local policemen, who were hired as security guards, had been visited by a couple members of the group two weeks earlier. The guards were given specific instructions to cut openings in the chain link fence at several designated spots along the western perimeter. Once the task had been completed, they were to continue with their patrols until 0430.
* * *
Gradually, over the course of the next two hours, members of the group started arriving, and as they did, each went directly to the weapons cache, selecting one or two, having experience in using all three.
Bruno stepped outside, expecting Castalani to arrive at any time. He was finding it difficult to decide if the feeling in him was caused by excitement or nervousness. This day was to be one of the most incredible days of his life, yet one of the most dangerous. Either way, he was looking forward to it. Finally, he heard the shuffling of feet, even before he saw the dark forms of three men approaching. He turned and went inside.
Two bulky men, carrying Uzis, with their flat caps pulled down to their eyes, stepped into the building. Walking closely behind was Luigi Castalani. He pushed past them and removed his black leather gloves. Holding them in one hand, he slapped them against his other palm, moving his eyes slowly around the group of men.
Bruno waited until Castalani looked in his direction, then he stepped nearer, handing his boss an Uzi, finally backing away, giving Castalani center stage.
Standing in the center of the group, Castalani glanced at the Uzi he was now holding. Raising his head, he cast his eyes around the group of men before finally speaking. “Each of you knows the plan for tonight. You have the targets and you know what must be done. Our contacts inside will be waiting. You know who they are, and you know they have helped us this far. But… I do not want anyone left alive who is not part of our group. Do I make myself clear?” Most of the men nodded in understanding, while others verbally responded, “Si!”
“Adesso… andiamo!” Raising his Uzi high overhead, he declared, “In bocca al lupo!”
His men replied enthusiastically, “Crepi!”
Their good luck was turning out to be all they could have hoped for. The early morning hours continued presenting excellent conditions in helping conceal their impending attack, with heavy cloud coverage and intermittent showers continuing. They had to take advantage of the current conditions. The attack must happen before daylight.
* * *
The men split into groups of five as they approached the perimeter, panning out and staying within twenty-five yards of each other.
Inside the facility, no one paid any heed to two figures, ducking into the shadows, walking toward a rundown wooden shed. They disappeared around the back, standing between two generators. One pulled a flashlight from his pocket. Aiming it toward the field, and directly in line with the generators, he turned it on and off three times. Once that was done, the two knelt down behind one of the generators and with their hands, dug out two old flour sacks. Inside each one, and wrapped in a protective layer of red oilcloth, was an Uzi. They inspected the clips, but failed to inspect the firing pins.
They were instructed to wait until they saw a single, small burst of light in the field, a signal that the Diavoli were close and just outside the perimeter. Then, they had to take care of the larger generator that supplied power to the buildings, with the intent to force anyone inside, outside.
The arrival of the helicopter carrying three men was a complete surprise, but there were no provisions set in place for them to contact anyone outside the facility. The plan had already been set in motion. They were specifically told to not deviate from their very specific instructions. Now, the best they could do was pass their information on to someone immediately, once the group was inside the compound. They had to believe the new arrivals, no matter who they were, would be dealt with in the same manner as the others.
All that was left for them to do was wait… wait for the attack to begin.

Chapter 5

AFN — Barracks
0500 Hours
In the temporary barracks, located about seventy yards east of the AFN building, there was a single, glaring lightbulb in the galley on the first floor. Anyone staying here had to make due with the facility’s meager set up. The small propane tank, when it was filled, supplied just enough gas for the two-burner cooktop. There was an old sink, molded from concrete, that was probably from the war, and then there was what some would call a fridge, three cubic feet, incapable of retaining cold.
The men of EOD found it easier to drive into Motta, fifteen minutes away, to buy daily rations and just as easy to eat dinner there. Whatever food they brought back from the town was usually dried meats, cheese, and bread, anything that would last without refrigeration. And Italian pastries were always a definite buy, never lasting long enough to require refrigeration.
Adler and the EOD team occupied one large room on the second floor. The three Russians were given accommodations in a separate room, toward the back of the building, on the east end. In both rooms military cots had been lined up against the south wall. The setup was just like a typical military bunk room.
Adler sat on the side of his cot and yawned. “Okay, everybody, up and at ‘em!” He stood and raised his arms overhead, leaning side to side, trying to loosen muscles. Only in his late thirties, Joe Adler was beginning to feel the aches and pains from years of abuse inflicted on his body, from the training, the parachute jumps, the deep sea dives. "Wouldn’t have changed a thing!" he grinned to himself. He looked at his hands and wiggled his fingers. At least he had all of them!
“Come on! Up! Up!” he shouted as he flipped the light switch on and off.
Groans, early morning coughing, then feet hitting the floor meant the start of another day. They were all used to early reveille, any time around “oh dark thirty.”
One by one, Petty Officers Doug Taylor, Bill Lang, and Mark Justin slowly, and still half asleep, wearily dragged themselves to the only bathroom in the building across the hall. Water pressure was low and the current system couldn’t handle more than two showers at a time, so they had to take quick, three-minute, military-type showers, sometimes with cold water. The conditions were less than perfect, but they were just temporary as the men told themselves. They’d be on their way home in less than three days.
Adler put his hands on his hips and leaned back as far as his body would allow. Then standing up straight, he stiffly walked to one of two windows, rubbing away another patch of grime with the back of his hand. He was hoping to see some stars, hoping for a better day. Instead, there was just darkness. No stars, no moon.
Come on! All I’m asking for is maybe thirty-six hours of good weather. Can’t you just gimme that? he pleaded silently.
“Hey, LT, are we gonna have time for some eats?” asked Doug Taylor, as he was stepping into his green fatigue pants.
Taylor had already assumed what the response was going to be. Adler’s reputation for “chowing down” was well known throughout the EOD community. His friend, Captain Grant Stevens, referred to him as being built like a brick shit house. No matter how much or what type of food he ate, Adler’s weight never changed, always staying around one hundred eighty pounds, his 5’10” height supporting it nicely.
The rest of the team continued dressing, all the while grinning as they waited for an answer, keeping an eye on Adler as he went to his locker. He took out his green fatigues and finished dressing. Then he pulled out his holster from the top shelf and removed his .45, checked the clip, then slid the gun back in the holster, finally strapping it on his hip. Grabbing his barrack’s cover (hat) off the shelf, he headed toward the door. “Tell you what… you’re all confined to quarters until further notice.”
Toothy grins immediately vanished, and the men stood in the doorway looking at each other in disbelief, then back at Adler. “You can’t mean that, LT!” commented a disbelieving Bill Lang.
Adler pushed past them and started down the wooden stairs, grinning as he went.
“LT!” they shouted in unison.
Once he reached the bottom, he turned back around and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Come on, you pussies! And make sure you bring your weapons, not like yesterday morning!” He had to laugh as he heard the sound of pounding boots overhead.
* * *
An old, beat-up white bus drove into the compound, transporting several Italian construction workers from as far away as the small town of Santa Maria La Stella. Their work had come to a standstill when the tunnel had been discovered and work wouldn’t resume until the EOD team declared the area safe.
The area where the new water tower was being constructed had been completely cordoned off. But the Italians still showed up every day, managing to keep themselves busy with side projects around the compound.
The bus stopped in front of the barracks, and the workers got off, one by one, carrying their wooden tool boxes and paper bags with food. Giving sideways glances to the strange-looking helicopter parked inside the compound, they only briefly gave any thought to it, assuming the Americans would use it to transport the objects taken from the tunnel.
Luigi Nicosia smiled as he walked in and greeted Joe Adler. “Buon giorno, signore Joe!” Nicosia was a short man, in his early sixties, with thick, rough hands, and hair that was completely gray. Like many of his Sicilian countrymen, he had worked most of his life, starting at the age of eight, and he would continue to work until his body could take no more. It wasn’t always from the need to earn a living, but just from the love of being productive.
A smile on his weathered face quickly vanished when he noticed three additional men seated at the wooden table. The one in a Russian uniform got most of his attention. The Italian nodded at the three, then looked at Adler, anticipating an explanation.
“Mornin’, Luigi,” Adler said. Then he immediately added, “Luigi, these gentlemen will be visiting for a day.” Adler pointed at one and then the other Russian civilian. “That’s Comrade Tarasov and Comrade Rusnak.” The two men barely nodded in response. “And this gentleman is Colonel Moshenko.”
Moshenko stood and offered a hand to Luigi. “I am pleased to meet you, sir.”
Just the tone of Moshenko’s response eased the obvious surprise and tension the older Italian felt. Having lived through two world wars, the man usually did not feel at ease seeing strange foreigners in uniform on his country’s home soil.
“Buon giorno, signore,” Luigi said warmly, grasping Moshenko’s hand firmly. The friendly Italian noticed the Russian adjusting his Makarov pistol as he sat back down. The semi-automatic PM (Pistol Makarova) is a medium-size, straight blowback action, frame-fixed barrel handgun. The safety simultaneously blocked the hammer from contacting the firing pin and returned the weapon to the long-trigger-pull mode of double action when the safety was engaged. The Makarov was standard issue for the KGB and Russian military.
“Sit,” Adler finally said to Luigi as he indicated a chair next to him. He gave a quick nod and smile in Moshenko’s direction.
“Grazie, Signore Joe!” Luigi put his paper bag on the wooden table then pulled out a chunk of goat cheese. Slicing off a piece, he offered it to Adler, who gladly accepted it and popped the whole piece into his mouth. Luigi laughed. “Buonissimo, si?”
Adler knew that word meant “really good.” “Yes! Uh… si.” He’d picked up some Italian words since he’d been in Sicily, but never felt quite comfortable hearing them come out his mouth.
Luigi offered some to Moshenko, who put his hand up, and smiled, “No.”
Workers out in the center of the compound began milling around, each of them checking their tools, deciding what work they would attempt to accomplish that day.
Luigi squinted as he walked outside, looking overhead, and seeing only dark clouds, with morning light hardly visible on the eastern horizon. “Dio mio,” he exclaimed softly. Another day when they’d probably be ducking in and out of showers, protecting their precious tools, their means of earning a living.
The three Russians had remained seated at the table. Tarasov put on his wire-rimmed glasses and opened his briefcase. Removing a folder, he began reviewing paperwork, preparing for a tour of the facility. He looked at his watch. His meeting with the civilian technician was scheduled for 7:30.
Rusnak swallowed the last bit of Russian tea. He eyed Tarasov, who was ignoring him completely. Finally deciding to clean the glasses himself, he carried them to the sink and carefully washed and dried each one. Finally, he packed them again in the blue silk-lined box.
Adler got up and said to his team, “Okay. Time to start the day.”
They grabbed their hats and turned toward the door, each of them giving a quick, two finger salute to Moshenko as they passed him.
Adler stood briefly across from Moshenko. “We’ll be at the worksite most of the morning or inside the old hangar, sir. I’ll come looking for you when I have a break, okay?”
“Good, Joe. I will see you later.” The two shook hands and Adler left, putting on his hat once he was out the door.
Adler caught up with the team outside the temporary storage building. As soon as everything they hauled out of the tunnel had been removed and transported to the next safe location, this building would probably be torn down.
Taylor flipped the switch, turning on overhead lights strung in three single rows, ten lights per row. Within five seconds all power went out. “What the fuck?” Taylor exclaimed, as he tried the switch again.
No sooner had he gotten the words out, when bursts of gunfire sent the team racing for cover, drawing their weapons. But it was nearly impossible to see human shapes in the darkness, almost impossible to tell where the Italian workers were. All the Americans could do was return fire at muzzle flashes.
Adler was familiar with the sound of Uzis and automatic weapons. Their .45s wouldn’t be much of a match.
“Get back! Get back!” he shouted to his men, all of them scooting backward, trying to get behind some protection.
All Adler could hope for was that the darkness would give them the added cover they so desperately needed now. His thoughts went to Moshenko, not knowing where he and the two Russians were, hoping they made it to safety.
Outside they heard shouting and gunfire, total pandemonium. The workers were completely defenseless. They were running, trying to hide, but the attackers were coming at them relentlessly.
All the ammunition, rifles, and mortars EOD recovered from the tunnel weren’t going to do them any fucking good now. Adler scooted closer to one of the Jeeps, reached behind the driver’s seat, and pulled out an ammo box with extra clips for the .45s. “Taylor! Behind that seat! Get the extra ammo!”
Suddenly, it went strangely quiet, except for the distressing moans that were heard from the injured. Adler could only hope that bullets fired by him and his men found their way into the attackers. Chances of their innocent, Italian friends escaping the onslaught seemed slim, and that made him feel sick to his stomach.
His mind was racing. His men didn’t have enough ammo to defend against another all out assault. And with the amount of firepower the attackers apparently had, there wouldn’t be any reason for them not to launch another assault, and it probably would happen soon.
With all his experience in the field, on missions, Adler had a feeling what would happen next, especially if they could no longer find a way to defend themselves. He had to find something, something they could use as a signal, or some kind of communication device. He kept searching, looking, but kept coming up empty.
If they were taken as hostages, there wasn’t any doubt in his military mind that they’d be searched. He didn’t have anything or know of anything within his reach that’d be small enough to hide anyway.
For an instant, his thoughts went to his friend, Grant Stevens. If ever there was a time he needed him, now would be it!
Suddenly the silence was broken. “Americani!” Luigi Castalani shouted in very broken English from somewhere in the darkness. “You. come. out!”
Adler looked at his men. They were still down on one knee, firearms held with both hands, pointed straight ahead, waiting for his command.
If the attackers hadn’t come at them full force, trying to overtake them, then they must have an ulterior motive. Maybe it had to do with the weaponry the EOD team had already recovered from the tunnel. But Adler had even more concern for what was still in the tunnel… canisters… canisters of nerve gas.
He’d made his decision. He had to find a way to keep all of them alive, find a way to escape, and hope for rescue. They couldn’t let those canisters fall into the wrong hands.

Chapter 6

Rhein-Main Air Base Terminal
0550 Hours
Tall lights circling the airfield barely penetrated an early morning fog. It was looking like another dreary day. Grant sipped black coffee from a paper cup, while he hoped they wouldn’t be delayed. He was leaning against one of the open double doors on the lower level of the terminal that led out to a staging area. Boarding was scheduled to begin at 0600.
Luggage for Space-A travelers had been separated and stored inside a wooden cage-like container just outside the terminal. Most of the thirty-five people who were trying to get comfortable on the molded plastic seats were families being transferred back to the States, along with a few retirees. Some were drinking coffee, some cans of Coke, any means necessary to get caffeine into their systems.
Grant just shook his head, watching a few little kids running around unsupervised, with their parents still trying to wake up. Hope they work off all that energy by the time we board, he thought. He was looking forward to some down time during the long flight.
Parked about a hundred yards from the terminal was the C-5a that would carry him and his team home. No matter how many times he'd flown the plane, he was still amazed at its sheer size. The C-5a is commonly described as “the box the C-141 came in.”
The largest plane in the free world had a wingspan of nearly two hundred twenty-three feet, was two hundred forty-eight feet long, and sixty-five feet high. Each of its four turbofan engines had a thrust of forty-three thousand pounds. Its fuel capacity was just over fifty-one thousand gallons, enough to fill six and a half regular-size railroad tank cars. Its main cargo area could carry a maximum of three hundred forty passengers. On the second deck there were seventy-five passenger seats, facing aft for safety purposes, and one “head.”
One of two ways to access the upper deck was by a steep ladder leading from the cargo bay. Looking similar to, but larger than pull-down attic stairs, this access remains open at all times, so for the experienced C-5a travelers, selecting seats farther forward ensures a warmer, more comfortable flight.
“Sure one big sonofabitch, isn’t it, sir?” laughed Moore as he walked toward Grant, carrying his rucksack.
“Thinking the same thing myself, Ray!” Grant responded, nodding. He gulped down a last mouthful of the lukewarm coffee and tossed his cup into the trash. Looking beyond Moore, he asked, “Where’re the rest of the guys?”
Moore pointed over Grant’s shoulder. “There they are. Told them to pick up some boxed meals. They should’ve gotten a couple for you, too.”
“Appreciate the thought, Ray.”
Glancing at his watch, Grant was expecting to hear the call for everyone to begin boarding. Just as he bent down to pick up his gear, he heard over the loudspeaker, “Captain Grant Stevens, report immediately to Security. Captain Stevens, report to Security.”
“Uh oh,” Moore said, giving Grant a quick glance. “You want we should stay here, sir?”
“If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, come to Security. I’ll leave my gear with you.”
He started pushing his way through the crowd, looking for the Security Office, finally spotting a rectangular sign above an entrance to a hallway. Turning a corner, he jogged along the tiled flooring, his footsteps echoing as he ran. All he could think was, Jesus! What the hell's goin' on now? Another sign at the end of the hall had a red arrow pointing to the upper level. He rushed up the stairs, taking them two at a time.
At the top of the staircase was a door with the word “SECURITY” written across the glass in black stenciling. He pushed the door open, then spotted two security guards near a water cooler.
The taller, slimmer guard looked toward him and asked, “Can I help you?”
“I’m Captain Stevens. Somebody paged me.”
“Oh, yes, Captain. That office over there has a secure phone with your call waiting.”
Grant stepped inside the office, then closed the door behind him. The room was completely austere, with only a metal desk, credenza, and several beige folding chairs, stacked against a wall. He walked over to the desk positioned in front of the credenza. After taking off his hat and placing it upside down on the desk, he reached for the receiver, then pressed a blinking yellow button. “Stevens.”
“Captain Stevens, Petty Officer Phillips here, sir.” Phillips is the yeoman for Admiral Torrinson.
“Zach, what’s going on?”
“Wait one, sir. Let me get the admiral.”
Within a matter of seconds Torrinson was on the line. “Grant, I take it you’re in Security?”
Grant leaned back against the desk, staring down at the grimy black and white linoleum, trying to prepare himself for whatever he was about to hear. It probably wasn’t going to be good, either. “Yes, sir. Admiral, what’s happening?”
Almost forty-nine years old, John Torrinson still loved his Tootsie Pops. He pulled a chocolate one from his mouth, then rested his forearms on his desk before beginning to respond. “Early this morning, Italy and Germany time, the AFN compound in Sicily was attacked.”
That immediately brought Grant to full attention, as he tried to get his brain wrapped around Torrinson’s words. “Attacked? Jesus Christ, sir!”
“SecNav, SecDef, the Joint Chiefs, just about everybody in the president’s cabinet has been behind closed doors in the White House since we got the word. I’m scheduled to meet with SecNav and SecDef in an hour.”
Grant paced behind the desk, kneading the back of his neck, the muscles tightening up like mooring lines. His primary concern went to the status of his friends and EOD team. “Sir, do you know if there were any casualties?”
Torrinson rolled the Tootsie Pop back inside its slick paper wrapper, placing it on the ink-stained green desk blotter. “All we have so far are conflicting reports, Grant, none confirming either way.
“Right after the attack started an emergency transmission was picked up by NAS Naples, being sent by a lone technician inside the main AFN building. When his call came in, he said there was still shooting going on. NAS said the guy was ranting, almost hysterical before they could make any sense from what he was telling them.
“They tried to get all they could out of him during the short call, but just before he signed off, he said it sounded like the shooting had stopped.”
“Just like that, sir?! The shooting stopped just like that?!” That worried Grant even more.
“I know. So far it doesn’t sound good. Anybody in the compound probably didn’t have much of a chance to defend themselves or put up any kind of substantial fight.”
“And they more than likely didn’t have enough firepower, sir.” Another mistake. With what EOD was taking out of that tunnel, there should have been a contingency of marines for protection. Why’s it always after the fact, after a disaster, that the lesson has to be learned? Getting back on track, Grant asked, “Did NAS get any more out of that guy, sir?”
“They didn’t want to put him in any additional danger, fearing his position might be compromised, so they told him to hunker down and stay where he was. As soon as he felt it was safe, he was to try and contact them again. His transmission ended right after that.” Torrinson ran his fingers along his chin. Hesitating briefly, he added, “All we can hope is that he remained in hiding, but we can’t confirm that either.”
Grant hated not knowing, not being able to do anything, feeling helpless. “Sir, does anyone know who it was, I mean, who the attackers were? How many? Anybody get a name? Do we have anything, sir?”
“Slow down, Grant!” Torrinson was just as frustrated and just as concerned. But his worry also came from knowing he had to send Grant and his team out again. He responded, “The tech said after the shooting stopped, he heard shouting. He was pretty sure they were shouting something that sounded like… Wait until I look at my notes, Grant. It was something like ‘La Mano del Diavolo.’ I think that’s how it’s pronounced.”
“I’ll check with Russo on that, sir,” Grant answered as he clicked the top of his ballpoint pen and jotted down the information on an envelope.
“That’s all I’ve got for now.” Torrinson scrunched down in his chair, feeling exhausted.
“Understand, Admiral.”
“Look, Grant, you’re going to have to hang out there for awhile until I meet with both secretaries before a determination is made as to the next course of action they want us to take.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll… ”
“Wait one, Grant. SecDef is on the other line.”
Grant squeezed his eyes shut, feeling a pounding in his temples. Within two minutes he heard Torrinson’s voice again. “Grant?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You’re authorized as a ‘go’ for mission.”
“Aye, aye, sir. Do I need to wait for a warning order?” A “warning order” simply states what, where, how, who and when of a SEAL mission.
“I’ll have Zach fax it to Operations, your eyes only.”
“Yes, sir.”
Torrinson reached for his pen and slid a notepad closer to him. “Now, Rhein-Main should have some of the equipment you're going to need for this op.”
“We’ve already got our jump gear, sir, but I think I need to meet with the team to discuss the mission. I can guarantee we’ll need additional weapons and ammo, and probably O2 bottles. Maybe we could get a helo from Bremerhaven to bring it in. You know, sir, like we did with the Lampson mission.”
“Okay, Grant. Get back with me with your requirements, and in the meantime, I’ll contact the Operations office to line up your transportation. What do you think? Helo?”
“If I’m not mistaken, sir, from what I remember, the distance from here to Sicily has gotta be close to fourteen hundred miles. Don’t think a helo will get us there fast enough, sir. A Herc’s cruising speed is about three hundred sixty mph and even at that, it’s going to take almost four hours. Can’t think of a faster way, sir, unless you can get us six Tomcats (F-14s).” Grant gave a slight laugh.
“Wish I could! Okay, look, I’ll shoot for the C-130.” Torrinson looked up at the wall clock above the office door. “Are you planning to make this a night op?”
“Let me see how long it's going to take to put this thing together, sir, but as of now, I can’t see it happening any earlier.” He only hoped it didn’t take any longer, knowing there were lives depending on him and his team. “I wish I could make it happen faster, sir.”
“I know, Grant. Time is of the essence.”
Grant smiled. He and Torrinson always seemed to be on the same wavelength. “Yes, sir, it is.”
“We’ve got to anticipate any situation, Grant, especially since we don’t know what they’ve got planned for the hostages, assuming there are hostages.”
That same thought had passed through Grant’s mind, almost making him nauseous. Usually, he depended on his gut, his instinct, but all he had to go on this time was practically nothing. Again, that feeling of helplessness hit him.
Torrinson continued, “I mean, we don’t know if they plan on staying on base, if they plan on making a run for it, or… ”
“Or if they plan on making use of the new-found weapons.”
“True, true,” Torrinson replied, grimly, momentarily closing his eyes. “And that’s one of the biggest concerns.” He rocked back and forth in his swivel chair, as he tapped the pen against his lips.
“Sir, do you think it’s possible this group is a renegade part of the Mafia? If what the tech heard and if Russo can translate it correctly, it may be the name of the group. And if that’s the case, I can’t imagine it not being renegade.”
“Still trying to determine that, but it’s looking that way. What we do know is that someone in Naples is trying to make contact with the head of the Palermo organization who controls the whole region.”
“The ‘Cowboys’?” Grant asked, with a raised eyebrow, and already having a pretty good idea the CIA was getting involved. (“Cowboys” is term used for the CIA, standing for “ Cowboys In Action”.)
“More than likely, but even for them, it won’t be an easy task.” Torrinson got up and stood by the corner of his desk, sliding the toe of his shoe back and forth on the deep blue carpet. “Well, Grant, can you think of anything else, anything you need?”
“Yes, sir, there is. Any way to get me a map or maybe recent photos or satellite images of the facility? It’d sure help in planning how we can attack this thing.”
“I’ll get right on it. Anything we can get, I’ll have faxed to Operations along with the warning order.”
“That’d be good, sir. I’ll have one of the men head over there.”
“No. You keep all of them with you. I’ll have the papers brought to you. Hold on a sec. Let me get Zach.” Torrinson called out to his yeoman, and a minute later, he was back with Grant. “Now, you’d better get going.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll be in contact with you before 1100 hours my time, Admiral.”
“Look, Grant, I know you’re just coming back off a mission, but… ”
“Not a problem, sir. We’ll take care of it. To tell you the truth, Admiral, I’m glad it’s my team that’ll be going in.”
Torrinson sat at his desk, nodding his head, understanding Grant’s willingness to take on this mission. They were the closest team to AFN and would take the shortest time to get there. But still, two missions, back to back. “Okay, Grant. On your way.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
Grant held his cap in his hand, momentarily looking at the gold eagle and anchor emblem and gold braid. He rubbed the edge of his sleeve lightly across its shiny black brim, almost unconsciously, as he processed the information. Finally, he opened the door, then lingered in the doorway briefly. When he looked up, he saw the team milling around by the main door with all their bags piled in the corner of the room. They started toward him.
The look on Grant’s face practically answered Ray Moore’s question before he even asked it. He picked up his gear, and the rest of the men did the same. “Staying or going, sir?”
“Hold it a second, Ray,” Grant said, holding up a hand, before turning to one of the security guards. “Need to make a request, sir. Is there any place we can use for some private discussion? We’ll probably need it for at least two to three hours.” Grant thought he’d better add more clarification. “Will have to contact my boss at NIS in D.C. later, too.”
“Don’t see why you can’t use that same room, Captain.” Guard Tom Adams became curious and asked, “NIS, you say?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Hmm. Don’t think we’ve had any NIS boys here before,” Adams commented, as he started walking toward Grant.
Grant was positive that more curiosity-type questions were rattling around in the guard’s brain. He started turning back toward the office, knowing they couldn’t waste any more time. “Appreciate your cooperation, sir.” Adams stopped in his tracks and shrugged his shoulders, feeling he’d just been rudely shoved aside. Grant reached for his bags that Simpson was holding, then motioned with his head for the team to follow.
Once behind the closed door, and with their gear stashed at the end of the room, the men carried the folded beige metal chairs away from the wall, then opened them near the desk where Grant was sitting on the corner.
He sat up straighter, as he folded his arms across his chest. And then he began. “I know you were looking forward to going home, and I understand you’re just as tired as I am, but that call was from Admiral Torrinson. We’ve got a new warning order. It seems a situation’s developed at the new Armed Forces Network facility in Sicily.”
“A ‘situation,’ sir?” asked Moore, scooting forward on his chair.
“Yeah, Ray. Don’t know if you’re very familiar with that place, so let me first give you some background.
“The site was built on top of an old airfield where damaged German fighters and bombers landed during World War II. Even before construction started, thorough searches had been made for any ordnance that could have gone undetected.
“Two weeks ago construction for a new water storage facility was begun a hundred yards or so from the main AFN building. Bulldozers unearthed what appeared to be an underground tunnel, with all the earmarks of having been built by the Nazis. It was running along the south side of the property, stretching about a hundred yards end to end. Quite a feat, gentlemen, since that area is not more than eighty feet above sea level.”
“No, shit!” Simpson grinned, then immediately apologized for his remark. “Uh, sorry, sir. That was completely uncalled for.”
Moore gave a quick glance at Simpson, a look only Moore could give, that of a hardened senior chief petty officer. Then he looked back at Grant and questioned in his gravely voice, “What’d they find, sir? I mean, besides the tunnel. It had to be something of significance, right?”
“You’re right, Ray. It was a pure treasure trove. The Nazis were gearing up for any invasion the Allies were planning. They had stockpiled assault rifles, mortars, machine guns, two of the first cruise missiles invented, the Henschel HS-293s, but most disturbing were the canisters of nerve gas, Sarin to be more specific.”
Sarin was discovered in 1938 by two German scientists attempting to create stronger pesticides. It is the most toxic of the four G-agents made by Germany. The compound, which followed the discovery of the nerve agent Tabun, was named for its discoverers: Schrader, Ambros, Rudiger and Van der Linde. Sarin is a clear, colorless, and tasteless liquid that doesn’t have any odor in its pure form. However, sarin can evaporate into a vapor (gas) and spread into the environment, being lethal at a distance of up to three-quarters of a mile, depending if any additives have been added to it. The gas usually travels horizontally, along the winds, so anyone above where it’s been released, is presumed to be safe.
“Whoa, sir!” Moore interrupted, with his bushy eyebrows shooting up. “You mean that shit’s been sitting underground all that time? Why, that’s gotta be almost… What? Thirty-, thirty-five years!”
“At least, and that’s only one of the problems,” Grant replied, as he stood and took a couple of steps toward the door, with all eyes following him. “With Italian civilians working on the water project, and God only knows who else was allowed to come and go, it was impossible to keep this under wraps, to keep it from the general public.
“An EOD team out of Little Creek was sent over. They were on site the next day.” Grant’s fists balled up, tension showing clearly on his face, his square jaw clenching. “According to the admiral, during the early morning hours, the base was infiltrated by what’s looking more like a renegade part of the Mafia.” He went back to the desk and picked up the envelope. Looking across at Russo, he said, “Vince, the tech heard shouting that he said sounded like, ‘La Mano del Diavolo.’ Not sure if I pronounced that correctly.”
“Yes, sir, that sounds correct. Translated it means ‘The Devil’s Hand.’”
“So, it probably is the name of a group. Have you heard of it?”
“No, sir. Sorry, I haven’t.
“How much Italian do you know, Vince?” Grant asked with a slight curve of his mouth.
“Enough to get by, sir, you know, food, vino, women.” Russo grinned, then immediately cleared his throat, adding, “More than enough, sir, mostly from hanging out with my grandparents and relatives. They were from Sicily, a little town outside Palermo called San Cipirello. They emigrated to the States as the Mafia started to take over the surrounding towns.”
Grant turned and went to the window, noticing the fog had lifted, with blue sky starting to break through patchy clouds. Maybe it was a good sign. He asked Russo, “So, you think you’d be able to hold your own if need be?”
“Yes, sir! Would not be a problem.”
Going silent for a moment, Grant turned his thoughts again to his foremost concern. Each of the men kept looking at him, suddenly noticing something in his eyes, the expression on his face changing. It was more than just worry or concern. None of them had ever seen him look this way. They glanced at each other then back at Grant.
Grinding his right fist against his other palm, Grant finally said, “Look, before I get into more details, I gotta tell you that this has turned into more than a possible international incident. I mean, it’s personal… to me.”
“What is it, sir?” questioned Moore, staring at Grant through clear gray eyes.
“Colonel Grigori Moshenko was there as part of a Russian contingency, and Lieutenant Joe Adler was on TAD.”
Grant didn’t have to explain any further. Every SEAL knew of Joe Adler. And they’d heard of Grigori Moshenko, Colonel, KGB. Both were friends of Captain Stevens.
“Shit, sir!” exclaimed Lewis, knocking over his chair as he jumped up. “Is he okay? Are they okay?”
Grant could only shake his head. “Don’t know. Nothing’s been confirmed as far as injuries or anyone being killed. All Admiral Torrinson could tell me was that a technician in the AFN building had broadcast a brief call, picked up by NAS Naples. This tech shutdown his broadcast just as the shooting stopped.”
Moore finally stood, walked over near Grant, and raised his hands in the air, shaking them. “Wait a minute, sir. You mean there wasn’t any security? They found all that shit, but there wasn’t any security?”
Grant just shook his head. “Think they only had some hired locals.”
“Well, ain’t that just fuckin’ great! No, it isn’t great. It’s fuckin’ stupid!”
Grant reached over and put a hand on Moore’s shoulder. “Take it easy, Ray.”
“What the fuck, sir?” Cranston exclaimed, immediately pounding his fist on his thigh.
“I know, Paul.”
“But, sir, Lieutenant Adler, he, I mean, he was with the Teams, sir. He’s trained. He’s worked with you, sir. I’m sure he’s okay, sir, you know. ” Cranston usually wasn’t the one to run out of things to say. It was different this time. It was becoming personal to all of them.
Grant knew it was time to move on. “Look, everybody needs to calm down. I know you’ve all got more questions, like motive, reasons. So do I, but nobody has any firm answers at this point. In the meantime, we've gotta start putting this op together.
“The admiral's expecting my call by 1100 hours with all the details. I’ve asked him to requisition us a C-130. Don’t know any other way to get us there any faster.
“We’ll have to inventory the equipment we’ve still got left from last week’s op, then see what we can get from the base here. If there’s anything else, the admiral said he’d have it flown in by a chopper out of Bremerhaven.” Grant took a brief moment of silence, then said, “Craig, Paul, you do the inventory, and… ” A knock at the door interrupted him. “Come.”
An airman entered and asked, “Captain Stevens?”
“That’d be me.”
“Sir, this came into Operations for you.” He stepped closer to Grant, handing him two sealed manila envelopes, each marked, “Captain Grant Stevens — Confidential — Eyes Only.”
“Thanks, airman. That’ll be all.”
“Yes, sir.”
Once the door closed, Grant unsealed the first envelope, withdrawing the warning order. He read it thoroughly before folding it and putting it in his jacket pocket. The next envelope had four photos and a topographical map. The photos, all eight-by-ten, had been taken by a satellite two days earlier.
The first photo showed a complete overview of the countryside around AFN. In the next three photos the camera had honed in close enough until the buildings were clearly defined. He passed them to Moore before unfolding the map, detailing an area that surrounded the facility for one mile.
Grant slid his finger along the map, tracing a couple of different routes they could take, depending on the wind, depending on where they hit dirt.
“Let’s see that closeup photo, Ray,” he asked Moore as he held out his hand. “Okay. Here’s what looks to be a hangar. I understand that’s where EOD is storing the recovered munitions. And here’s the AFN building where the transmission came from. All indications show that the Diavolo group came in from here.” He moved his finger in an arch, going from the AFN building to the opposite side. “This looks like the dig site.” The men gathered around him and Moore, leaning closer as he tapped the photo. “Now, I would think it’s more than likely they posted guards around that.”
“What’s that building?” asked Moore, as he pointed to a building near the hangar.
Grant held up the photo. “Don’t know, but I suspect it might be the temporary quarters. There doesn’t appear to be any other place they could use.” He stood abruptly, slapping the photo against his thigh. “Dammit! We’ve just got so little to go on. We don’t know if they’re still on the property. We don’t know where the hostages are being held. We… ”
“We don’t know shit, sir,” responded Cranston.
“You’re right, Paul. We don’t know shit. We’ve just gotta work with what we do know. Okay, get back to doing that inventory.”
“Aye, sir,” Cranston responded, then turned and headed for the gear.
“Hope you’ve got some ideas, Senior Chief” Grant said, sitting on a chair across from Moore.
“Wish I did, sir. Wish I did.”
“Guess this is one of those ‘fly by the seat of our pants’ missions then, huh?” Grant laughed, giving Moore a punch in the shoulder.
“Believe it is, sir. But we’re up for the challenge.”

Chapter 7

AFN Compound
The attack had come so rapidly, Grigori Moshenko didn't have time to fire off a single round. But the Russians were luckier than those caught outside. And perhaps by not firing, it had kept him and the two Russian civilians out of harm’s way. The building they were in was at the far end of the facility, and from the sound of the gunfire, the attack had come from the west end. This had given him time to get himself and his comrades to safety.
The interior was still in complete darkness, when he whispered for Tarasov and Rusnak to follow him. They climbed the stairs as quickly and quietly as they could, sliding their hands on the wall, trying to find their way, until their eyes adjusted to the darkness. He remembered seeing a vent in the ceiling at the end of the hallway where they slept. Finally spotting it, he boosted each man through the opening, then he reached up for them to lift him. It took the strength of both Russians, working together, to pull up the solidly built Moshenko.
Once he put the vent cover back in place, Moshenko put a finger to his lips, trying to keep his new “charges” quiet. Then he signaled them with his hand. Tarasov and Rusnak nodded, understanding the KGB officer wanted them to stay where they were. Sitting on the cold, damp concrete, breathing heavily, Tarasov and Rusnak tried to catch their breath. Their clothes were disheveled and covered in soot, a far cry from their normally impeccable appearance.
Immediately after the gunfire stopped, footsteps were heard pounding across the floor, as the attackers ran in and out of the rooms beneath where the three Russians were hiding. Shouting to each other in Italian, they finished checking rooms, then hurried down the stairs, joining the rest of the group outside.
Moshenko stayed low and crept toward the edge of the flat roof, keeping his Makarov close to his side. Peering over the edge, he looked for guards. Seeing none at the time, he continued walking around the perimeter, bent over, keeping low. Thinking back to when he first heard gunfire, he started hustling back across the roof, signaling his Russian comrades to stay put.
Slowly kneeling down on the concrete, he inched his way toward the edge, then stretched out on his stomach, clawing his way closer until he was able to see below.
And what he saw were bodies, scattered helter skelter. It was impossible for him to tell if any of them were attackers, Italians, or even if any were still alive. Squinting, he tried to focus, tried to see if any of the bodies were wearing uniforms. Breathing a sigh, he lowered his head. He only hoped Adler was safe.
His attention was drawn to the helo, where two men were walking around it with their rifles slung over their shoulders. That wasn’t good. Next they’d be looking for him and his comrades.
* * *
An eerie silence now seemed as loud as the gunfire that had disrupted the early morning hours. Moshenko sat near the vent, but away from the other two Russians. None of them were dressed warmly, having little time to save themselves, let alone try to find their coats. It wasn’t cold, just very damp. Moshenko had a slight advantage since his heavy wool uniform was giving him more protection than the suits the other two were wearing. He smiled, smugly, not feeling sorry for either of the comrades.
He pulled his pistol from his front waistband, and rubbed the barrel with the edge of his jacket, trying to wipe away any dampness. Even though he knew he hadn't fired it, he still ejected the clip and counted the rounds. Vos’yem’. Only eight.
Leaning his head back, he looked toward the sky. Daylight was officially still an hour away, but with the heavy cloud cover, the darkness would remain beyond that, he was certain.
“Colonel,” Tarasov whispered. Moshenko crawled closer. “What can you do? Must we stay here like this?” Tarasov implored, shivering.
Moshenko wasn’t the least bit surprised by the question or the tone in which it was asked. “Comrade, I am willing to listen to your suggestions as to how we may extricate ourselves from the current situation. Are you fully aware of what we are confronted with here?” Moshenko was trying to keep his voice as low as possible but finding it difficult.
Rusnak was briskly rubbing his hands together, trying to warm them. “Colonel Moshenko, we are aware. But you are trained in military matters, unlike the two of us. Surely you can do something!”
A picture flashed through the KGB officer's mind of him tossing both comrades off the roof, but decided against it since that would only give away his position. He responded, “If you wish, I can lower each of you back down into the building where you can warm your poor, cold bodies, hiding and hoping the invaders will not find you. I prefer to stay here as long as necessary, waiting to be rescued.”
Tarasov sat up straighter, pulling his collar up, holding it closed in front of his neck. “Rescued? How do you know?”
Becoming the smug one, Moshenko answered, “Comrades, we are on an American facility. Do you not think they are aware of what is happening? That they are already planning something in order to take their facility back, planning a rescue?”
Making a quick decision, Tarasov said, “We will wait for awhile, but then… ”
“Then what? What will you do?”
“We will give up,” Tarasov answered with finality.
The KGB officer’s dark eyes narrowed, staring hard at both men. “I can assure you, Comrade, that I will not give up. And believe me when I say this, neither will either of you.” He reached into his side pocket and withdrew a silencer. Screwing it on the barrel of his pistol, he didn’t take his eyes from Tarasov.
Rusnak backed away, stunned. “You would not. ”
“Oh, would I not, Comrade Rusnak?” It was getting increasingly difficult for Moshenko to keep his voice lowered. “True Russians do not give up. Do you not remember the battle at Stalingrad?”
The battle of Stalingrad in World War II was one of the bloodiest in the history of warfare, lasting nearly six months with casualties amounting to nearly two million, both civilian and military. Germany’s military suffered crippling losses, and it’s defeat in that city was the turning point in the war, with their forces attaining no further strategic victories in the East.
“Now, have you decided?” Moshenko asked, waving the pistol back and forth in front of the men. With their faces frozen in fear, the two nodded, feeling they had no choice but to agree.
“Good, good,” Moshenko responded. He turned and went to his previous location, away from the two. He was searching for the right word. Wimps. That was it. After a few minutes, he decided to move to the front of the building where he could watch any activity that might transpire. While he kept an eye out, he couldn’t help but wonder about Joe Adler and his team.
A sudden thought crossed his mind, one of his friend, Grant Stevens. Immediately, he looked up into the sky, thinking it was time to start watching for his friend.
Gripping his pistol, holding it against his cheek, he would watch the grounds below, but he would also watch the sky.

Chapter 8

Rhein-Main Air Base
1245 Hours
A turbo-prop C-130 Hercules was parked outside Hangar 4. The Herc was probably the most versatile, tactical transport in existence and was the prime transport for paradropping troops and equipment into hostile areas. It was used for electronic surveillance, SAR (search and rescue), and aerial attacks. One of the most remarkable abilities of this aircraft was it could land and take off from a carrier deck without the use of arresting cables or catapults. It was powered by four Allison T56-A-15 turboprop engines and had a range of over twenty-three hundred miles. For this particular operation a refueling stop would be scheduled on the return flight at NAS Naples.
The pilot for this flight was Colonel Al Cummings, a man about 5’10” with a slim build and short black hair, and making his first tour at Rhein-Main. He’d been on station for only three months.
Sitting in the co-pilot’s seat was Lieutenant Colonel Drew Flanagan, nearly the same height as Cummings. The redheaded Flanagan had flown the 130s in Vietnam, and would be the first to admit that it was his favorite aircraft.
With fueling complete, hoses were retracted and the fuel truck backed away. The two officers walked around the outside of the aircraft, making visual and hands-on inspections. Flanagan walked forward, ducking down to look at the nose gear, a modified tricycle-type that folded forward into the fuselage.
Cummings inspected the tandem main gear, also a modified tricycle-type. Its retraction was vertical into the fuselage blister fairings.
A distinct sound of chopper’s rotors caught their attention. They walked away from the plane, watching as a Seahawk made it’s slow descent about fifty yards from where they were standing.
“Must be the helo from Bremerhaven bringing the equipment for our passengers,” shouted Cummings. Just as he finished his comment, he saw seven men running across the airfield. “Come on, Drew. We’d better start our checklist and be ready for them.” He waved the flight engineer and navigator towards them.
Within minutes, Cummings and Flanagan had settled into their seats, checking compass, fuel, oil levels, altimeter. Getting final information from Base Ops, the four digit transponder code was set.
A transponder was an electronic device that produced a response when it received a radio-frequency interrogation. The device assisted in identifying an aircraft on radar and on other aircraft’s collision avoidance systems. The code was frequently called a “squawk” code which came from its origin in World War II, the “Identification Friend or Foe” (IFF) system, code-named “Parrot.”
Completing their checklist, they were ready to fire up the engines, and ready to accept their passengers and cargo.
Aboard the Seahawk, two men dressed in flight suits and helmets stood by the open door, motioning for airmen standing by to begin unloading the cargo.
It was now up to the C-130 loadmaster, Staff Sergeant Mike Brewster, to see that all cargo was evenly distributed inside the cargo bay, then secured so nothing shifted during flight, preventing an overload of sensitive sections of the airframe and cargo floor. Rollers in the floor of the cargo compartment enabled quick and easy handling of cargo pallets and could be removed to leave a flat surface, if necessary. The design of the Herc employed a cargo floor at truck-bed height above the ground, with an integral “roll on/roll off” rear loading ramp.
The SEALs dropped their rucksacks outside the open cargo bay, waiting until the loadmaster signaled them aboard. When they were cleared, they climbed the ramp, sat on the webbed jump seats, and locked their seatbelts in place.
Simpson leaned toward Russo, frowning as he said, “Hey, Vince, I could swear we just did this.”
“Yeah, me, too,” responded Russo, “and in the words of Yogi Berra, ‘it’s deja vu all over again.’”
Brewster walked around the cargo one more time, giving it a quick inspection, checking tie-downs. Then he walked over to the panel on the aft bulkhead, and flipped the switch that started the hydraulics. He kept an eye on the ramp as it raised, and once it was secured, he spoke into his mouthpiece, confirming with the flight deck they were good for takeoff.
Nodding his head in response, he then walked over to Grant. “Captain Stevens?” Grant nodded. “Sir, Colonel Cummings would like you to come to the flight deck before we takeoff.”
“Lead the way.”
At the flight deck, Brewster made the introductions. “Captain Stevens, this is our pilot Colonel Cummings, our co-pilot Colonel Flanagan, our flight engineer Lieutenant Young, and our navigator Lieutenant Nelson.”
Cummings pulled one side of his headset from his ear and said, “Welcome aboard, Captain.”
Grant smiled. “Good to meet you all. Knew I could depend on Admiral Torrinson getting us this ride,” he commented.
“Not John Torrinson?” Cummings asked with surprise, turning even more in his seat, and resting an arm on top of the backrest.
“Yeah, he’s my boss at NIS. I take it you’ve met him?”
“Met him? Hell, we were in the same frat house at Oklahoma!”
“Small world, Colonel. Say, you’re not going to reveal any of your past escapades, are you?”
“Nah. At least not on this trip! When you come back through here, we’ll go to the club and have a lengthy discussion, okay?”
“I won’t have to sign a non-disclosure agreement, will I?” Grant laughed through perfect white teeth.
“That’s up to you!”
“I’ll chance it!” He glanced at his watch. “What’s our flight time to drop zone, Colonel?”
“If we kick this baby in the ass, and with a tail wind, just under four hours.” Cummings noticed Grant lower his head, knowing there was concern. “Wish we could make it faster, Captain.”
“Listen, you’re doing more than enough, and we appreciate it.” After a second, Grant asked, “What’s our route?”
“We’ll continue south through Germany, skirt the eastern border of Switzerland, then straight down through Italy until we reach Rome, then head across the Med to Palermo. From there it’s southeast to the town of Enna. Your DZ will be fifteen miles east-southeast of Enna.”
“The town, Enna, is about thirty miles from the facility, right?” Grant asked.
“That’s affirmative.”
“What altitude are you cleared for?”
Cummings checked his chart. “Twenty-two thousand.”
“As a side note, Captain, you should get a pretty good view of Mount Etna,” Flanagan said. “It’s been spewing fire for a couple of days now.”
“I’ll keep a lookout,” Grant answered with a grin. “Well, I’d better get back to my team. We’ve got some work to do.”
“Understand. Don’t know if I’ll see you before you make your jump, so let me wish you good luck.” Again, Cummings extended his hand.
Grant shook everyone’s hand. “Thanks.”
As soon as Grant left the flight deck, Cummings leaned to the side and looked at Flanagan asking, “Think you’d wanna be a SEAL?”
“Wouldn’t stand a chance. They don’t allow water-wings.”
Brewster came up to his passengers and handed them each a small box containing foam earplugs. The noise of the Herc’s engines were a constant, steady drone, but the level was extremely high. And the vibration was enough to rattle teeth.
At 1325 hours, Cummings proceeded to taxi across the infield, stopping once as a C-141 was landing. Then, he guided his aircraft to takeoff position at the end of Runway 22L, setting flaps, continuing to check gauges and dials, waiting for clearance.
He didn’t have to wait long. He brought the four turboprop engines to full power, let off the brakes, and the aircraft rumbled down the runway, taking off in what seemed like slow motion. Then it made a wide bank, making a turn toward the south. Their route leading them toward the island of Sicily.
Once at cruising altitude, Loadmaster Brewster came near the SEALs, announcing with a smile, “Gentlemen, feel free to walk about the cabin,” he indicated with a wide sweep of an arm.
Seatbelts immediately snapped open and the SEALs gathered close to Grant, needing to catch every word of the conversation, reviewing every aspect of the photos.
Grant glanced at his watch. They’d been in the air for almost a half hour. In just over three hours they’d be over the DZ. Time was ticking away. They had to come up with some kind of plan for getting into the compound.
“Look,” Grant said, “keep studying these while I go forward.”
Moore took the photos from Grant. “Whatcha got in mind, sir?”
“I’ll try to get more intel from D.C. Maybe Naples had another transmission from the guy in the AFN building. Gotta try something.” He stood and waved Brewster over to him.
“Can I help you, sir?”
“Yeah. I’d like to talk with Colonel Cummings again. Possible?”
“Sure. Follow me.”
Once inside the cockpit Grant requested that a radio call be patched through to NIS, so he could try to get any updates on the situation. He leaned against the bulkhead, hoping they’d be able to get a call through, hoping for news.
“Captain, your call is ready. Just plug in that headgear over there.” The flight engineer pointed to a headset.
Grant slipped it on and adjusted the mouthpiece.
Torrinson spoke loudly, hearing the sound of engines. “Grant?!”
“Yes, sir. Any new transmissions from AFN, sir? Do you have more intel for me? Any more on hostage situation?”
“One came in two hours ago, confirming some hostages are being held in the old hangar.”
Grant looked up at the overhead, relieved. “That’s what I wanted to hear, Admiral!”
“Not to burst your bubble, Grant, but we still don’t know who the hostages are or how many.”
“I realize that, sir, but at least we’ve got more than we had before. At least we’ve got people to rescue.” Grant pressed one side of his headset against his ear as he asked, “Admiral, do you know if there’s been any contact yet with the Palermo organization?”
Torrinson spun his chair around, got up and walked to the window, looking out across at Chrystal City, and the last of the early morning lights still shining. Rubbing a hand across his tired eyes, he answered, “I’ve got a call into the bureau chief in Naples, a man by the name of Jack Edwards. He’s running that op. Hope to get word back from him within a couple of hours.”
“We’ll be on the ground by then, sir. Any chance you could get an answer before we make our jump at 1730 my time? And maybe you could get a name for me, the name of the Palermo ‘boss.’”
Torrinson laughed. “You don’t want too much, do you?”
“Who? Me, sir?” Grant responded with a smile in his voice.
“And just how do you plan on communicating with the Italians, I mean, do you speak that language, too?”
“Not my speciality, but Petty Officer Russo is fluent. He’s volunteered his services, sir.”
“‘Volunteered’?”
“I didn’t have any hand in his decision, sir.”
“All right, all right. Let me make that call.”
Torrinson glanced at the wall clock. “I’ll get back to you with an answer before you exit.”
Torrinson had just pulled the phone away from his ear, when he heard Grant call. “Sir!”
“Something else, Captain?”
“Yes, sir. Just a thought, but there’s usually more than one guy manning the AFN center, right?”
“Don’t know how many, but yes. Only one was in the building at the time.” Torrinson's brow furrowed. “Why?”
“Well, sir, if we're lucky enough, maybe we can make contact with someone who hadn’t arrived yet.”
Now Torrinson was really curious. “Then what?”
“May need to borrow some civilian clothes to help us blend in.”
Torrinson was beginning to feel uneasy but also knew he had to trust Grant… whatever he was planning. “I'll see what I can find out. Just try and keep me in the loop, okay?”
“I’ll do my best, Admiral.”
“Now, is there anything else?”
Grant’s mouth curved into a smile. “Negative, sir!”
Handing the headset back to the flight engineer, Grant said, “I’m expecting the admiral to call again.” Then Grant asked Cummings, “How’re we doing on time?”
“On schedule. Weather’s clear all the way. There might be some turbulence up ahead going through the Alps, but it shouldn’t slow us down. Once we’re through that, it’ll be good. Ground winds shouldn’t be more than five knots. As of now, you can still plan on exiting at 1730 hours.”
“We’ll be ready.”
Grant went back through the cargo bay, feeling more relieved than he had since the mission started.
“Well, sir? Any news?” asked Moore, holding out the photos, anxious for a positive response.
Grant reached for them and sat down. “Yeah, Ray. Last transmission from AFN was two hours ago.” He pointed to the building in the photo. “This is where the hostages are being held.”
“Hot damn!” replied Moore, as he pounded a fist against nothing but air.
“You hot to trot for some action?” Grant laughed.
“Damn straight, sir!”
“For now that’s what we’ll have to go on and only hope they haven’t been moved.” He pointed to a building in the photo. “So, if this is the hangar, then our best shot will be the shortest route, coming in from back here, from the eastern side of the facility.” He lifted the map off the deck, with his eyes zeroing in on the town of Enna, then he traced a route that would take them by a large lake, closer to their DZ. From that point it would be about another fifteen miles. Then he tapped the map with an index finger. “This will be our LZ, gentlemen, about three klicks northeast of AFN. Colonel Cummings has given us a drop time of 1730 hours.” He looked at his watch. “It’s now 1530.” The men instinctively glanced at their watches. Grant continued, “Between the LZ and the compound is mostly open country. And it should be almost dark by the time we jump.”
“Just the way we like it,” Simpson grinned. “The darker the better, right, sir?”
Grant gave a quick nod, but he knew that night jumps weren’t a favorite of SEALs. They weren't always the best course of action to take. The level of risk increased dramatically. But when circumstances called for a quiet insertion into a hostile environment, a HAHO jump, a high altitude, high open technique, couldn’t be beat, night or day.
Moore took a couple of steps toward the center of the cargo area, balancing himself with legs apart as the plane hit some turbulence. Standing with his hands on his hips, he looked at Grant with a questioning expression.
“Something on your mind, Senior Chief?” Grant asked with his brown eyes narrowing. He leaned back, hooking a hand in the webbing.
“Sir, you planning on using that new GPS thing?”
“Used it on my last two missions, Ray. Believe me… it works like a charm. Wouldn’t surprise me in the least if in a couple years it became standard equipment. Got any doubts?”
“No, sir, I believe you. But would you mind if I used my old standby compass?”
“Not at all, just as long as you hang close and follow me in.”
“Of course, sir. You know it takes awhile for us old guys to break our habits!”
Grant knelt down next to one of the containers. “Understand.”
He raised the lid and perused its contents. Inside was all the sensitive equipment, scopes, transceivers, NVGs (night vision goggles). He looked up at Moore. “Have the men start getting the M16s ready. Don't know what else the admiral had packed for us, but think there'll probably be some pencil flares and maybe some thermite grenades. Whatever there is, just divide up like we usually do.”
“Aye, aye, sir. We’ll get started.” Moore just had to give the men a look and they gathered around the container, kneeling down, working methodically.
Grant reached into the container and took out two Starlighter scopes. Similar to NVGs, peering into a Starlighter was like looking at a negative, only images were light to dark green. He put them on the seat before pulling out a throat mike. A small battery with a dangling antenna, attached to a waistband. A wire ran from the battery to the throat mike and earpiece. To communicate, the user would press and hold the PTT (push-to-talk) button then release it when finished. Each man had exactly the same equipment, allowing them to hear all conversations.
“Ray?”
“Yes, sir?” Moore handed an M16 to Cranston before walking to Grant.
“See if the shotgun mike is in there.”
Moore lifted out a black object that resembled a long tube, about eighteen inches in length, with a wire that ran from the handle to an earpiece. The opposite end had a “sight.” A collapsible dish opened around the mike in order to capture more sound. The directional microphone was called a “shotgun mike” and it was extremely sensitive.
“We’re good, sir.”
Grant nodded. “Joe says that can pick up a gnat’s fart,” he said, pointing to the mike.
Moore could see the worry on Grant’s face, even through the smile. “Ya know, sir, Lieutenant Adler’s right! Why, I’ve heard ’em myself on a couple occasions!”
“I’ll take your word for it. Here. Pack this Starlighter along with the shotgun mike in that rucksack. How’re the men doing on the weapons?”
“All the 16s and .45s have been checked out. They’re checking the extra clips. And Admiral Torrinson even got us each a medical kit.” Moore leaned closer to Grant and said quietly, “The admiral’s a good guy, isn’t he, sir? I mean, especially for an admiral.”
“Yeah, Ray, he is; after all, he’s one of us.”
“Right, sir.” Moore started to walk away, then turned back. “Sir, one more thing.”
“What’s that?”
“I know you’d like to have more of us on this one.”
“That's one of my concerns, Ray, not knowing what or how many we’ll be up against.”
“Well, sir, just remember. We may be few, but we are mighty!”
Grant nodded in total agreement. “I think you’d better write that one down!”
Moore’s head was bobbing up and down. “I will, sir, I will. That was pretty good, wasn’t it?” He backed away, nodding his head, then turned and joined the squad.
Grant watched his team, knowing what was ahead, thinking of a promise he makes to all his men, that “he would bring them back for another attack.” But all of them were aware that the mission always came first, then their safety, with his own safety always last.
The only difference with this mission was he had two friends who were involved. His friends were the ones who needed rescuing.
* * *
Totally absorbed in rethinking the jump and what they’d find on the ground, the sound of someone calling his name jarred Grant.
“Captain Stevens?”
“Yeah, Staff Sergeant?”
“Sir, Colonel Cummings wants you to know it’s forty-five minutes to DZ.”
Grant gave a quick look at his watch. “We’ll be ready.” He looked over at Moore. “Get moving, Ray.”
“Aye, aye, sir. All the equipment and weapons are ready, rucksacks packed.”
“What about the O2 bottles and reserve chutes? Good to go?”
“Affirmative, sir. We’re ready to suit up.”
“Then let’s do it.” Grant looked down the cargo hold, seeing Brewster motioning for him to come forward. “Be right back.” He rushed through the cargo bay to the flight deck, hoping Torrinson had something for him.
Grant slipped on the headset. “Admiral?”
“Okay, Grant, here’s what I’ve got. First, the agent out of Naples is Sam Fierra. He’s already in Palermo trying to make contact with the organization. Second, the embassy in Naples made contact with the Americans who work at AFN. Thank God they had to register with the embassy when they first arrived. Anyway, they’re all living in Motta, about fifteen minutes north.”
“That’s all I need, sir, except… ”
“Go ’head, ask.”
“Sir, any possibility the embassy could make contact again with one of the AFN guys?”
“Because?” Torrinson let the word drag out.
“Well, sir, our LZ is going to be about three klicks from AFN. That’s too far from Motta. I’m kinda hoping that guy could somehow get closer to us, bringing some clothes.” Grant could tell Torrinson was having some doubts, especially having a civilian involved. “That’s all he has to do, Admiral, then he’s outta there. Promise.” Grant heard what sounded like a sigh coming from Torrinson, and he tried to reinforce his reasoning. “We’ve gotta get into the compound, sir, and without any firepower until we find the hostages.”
“And just how’s he supposed to find you, Grant?”
“According to the satellite photo, there appears to be ruins of some kind. It’s the only one in that area, maybe an old church. We’ll meet him there.”
“And if there isn’t any meeting, Captain?”
Grant hesitated. “No answer at this time, sir.”
Torrinson shook his head, feeling unsettled. “Godspeed, Captain.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Grant left the flight deck. He paused for a moment, looking down the cargo hold at his men, who were sitting quietly, each of them in their own thoughts. That was the way it should be, had to be. Because once their boots hit the ground, they’d be a team, thinking as one, acting as one. But for now, they were individuals.
He walked by the row of jump seats. After changing into his jump gear, he sat down and latched his seatbelt. Remaining quiet, he just stared straight ahead. No matter how much he tried, how much he questioned, he couldn’t figure out why he was being affected this way, except for the fact that his two closest friends — and they were his two closest friends, considering the life he was leading — were in a life and death struggle.
He loosened his seatbelt, then slowly leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, grinding a fist against his palm. He had just answered his own question. The fact was that he had no way of knowing if either of them were still alive, if they made it through the attack. Maybe it was something he didn’t want to admit could be possible. He chastised himself for even having the thought. It was time to change his goddamn attitude.
He was going to find them, find them alive, and attempt to rescue them. No, dammit, he thought. What the hell? Not attempt. He would complete the mission or die trying. Sitting back again, a corner of his mouth curved into a smile. “Die trying. Jesus! Die trying? Damn straight!” he mumbled under his breath. The creed for Special Warfare Combatant-Craft crewmen crept into his mind. It seemed pretty damned appropriate: On Time, On Target, Never Quit.
Simpson and Moore sat opposite him. They muttered softly between themselves.
“So, whadda ya think?” asked Simpson.
“Don’t know, Craig. I mean, just look at him.” Moore tried to be nonchalant, slowly turning his head, looking across at Grant. “I guess it’s a lot different when you’re going on a mission and you know the faces, you know the people. Christ! We’ve gotta make this work.
“We just needed more intel. Fuck! We don’t know how many men are being held, or if they are being held. We don’t know how many ‘Diavolo’ things there are. All we’ve got are assumptions. So, basically, we don’t know shit!”
“Yeah, Chief,” Simpson said with a sly expression, “but we’ve got something they don’t have, something nobody else has got.”
“What’s that, Craig?”
“Well, Chief, we’ve got Captain Stevens!”
Moore leaned back and elbowed Simpson in the ribs. “You’re right, Craig. You’re goddamn right we do!”

Chapter 9

Aboard the C-130
1715 Hours
It was time to go through final checks. The whole process would be repeated again, ensuring the integrity of fasteners on the RAM air chutes. After checking the reserve chute, they gave the crotch straps one more tug, then checked the O2 in the tanks. They’d be breathing oxygen from a belt tank flowing into aviator-style masks and continue using it until they reached a breathable air level.
Brewster had positioned himself on the right side of the cargo bay near the bulkhead, talking into his microphone. By the sound and feel, it was obvious the plane was decelerating, preparing for the cargo door to open, preparing for the SEALs to jump.
He turned and walked near Grant, pulling the mouthpiece away. Leaning toward Grant, he said, “Sir, time to get ready. The door will be opening in five minutes,” he indicated by automatically holding up five fingers.
“Roger that,” Grant responded, then he signaled the team.
Almost in unison, they adjusted their helmets and goggles, pulled up the rubber aviator masks that had been hanging around their necks, and tightened the straps. Finally, they cranked on the O2 and checked the levels. Looking at Grant, they each gave a thumb’s up before standing.
Grabbing their rucksacks, they moved closer together, then attached their rucksacks to the ring on their reserve chutes. Grant looked at his men one more time before giving Brewster a final thumb’s up.
Brewster fingered the microphone, speaking to the flight deck. Standing by the controls, he started the process of lowering the cargo door. A high-pitched whine was heard as the hydraulics slowly began lowering the door. Wind and engine noise became more intense the wider the door opened. Pressure and temperature inside dropped quickly. The cabin was pitch black, except for a few small red lights.
The plane made an almost unnoticeable turn to port, and immediately leveled off. In the distance, looking to his right, Grant could see the western edge of a city, probably Palermo.
Finally, the whine stopped. Brewster walked along the right edge of the ramp, then got on his knees, making an inspection.
Grant and the team inched their way closer to the opening, walking awkwardly because of the rucksacks hanging low.
Brewster stepped closer to Grant, pointing to lights below, lights from the hill town of Enna. The town seemed to rise out of the blackness from the country surrounding it. He tapped Grant on the shoulder, getting his attention, then he held up two fingers. Two minutes to jump.
The SEALs checked their oxygen levels again, adjusted the straps of their aviator masks one last time, and mentally processed the mission.
They kept their eyes on Brewster, who glanced at his watch then held up one finger. One minute to jump. The SEALs separated, with Grant in front.
Getting final confirmation from the flight deck, Brewster folded his right arm across his chest, and in one swift motion, swung his arm out to the side, pointing to the exit, the signal for the SEALs to jump.
Diving head first and within seconds of one another, they fell into the emptiness, feeling the tremendous rush of cold air pressing against their bodies. Ten seconds later they each pulled a ring, releasing their black, RAM air chutes.
Brewster stood near the edge of the ramp with a pair of NVGs, watching and waiting until all chutes opened, declaring quietly, “A good jump.” He notified the flight deck then walked over to the bulkhead and pressed the switch. The ramp started lifting, and at the same time, the aircraft began accelerating.
From the flight deck Colonel Cummings confirmed Brewster’s message then said to Flanagan, “Let’s head to Naples, Dean.” The C-130 responded to the controls, and with its left wing dipping, started a slow, wide turn, on a heading that would take it to its refueling stop, leaving a fiery Mount Etna behind.
* * *
They started maneuvering in the light wind, using the toggles to adjust their direction, finally coming together to form up in a stack, with Grant in the lowest position. It was up to him, using the GPS, to set their course, to guide the team to the LZ.
The lake just southeast of them finally came into view, and northeast was Mount Etna, spewing smoke and orange fire, looking formidable, ominous. Thick waves of red hot lava spilled over the mountain’s ridge, flowing slowly downhill, melting anything in its path. Grant thought in amazement, Freakin’ Mother Nature!
He glanced at his altimeter on the top of his reserve chute, then he started looking for more landmarks. He spotted Motta. The winds were still good. Finally he saw their objective: AFN!
Zeroing in on the church ruin, he pulled down on the toggle, steering more to the left, breaking away from the team. They took his lead and one by one broke away, leaving plenty of room between one another.
His altimeter showed one hundred feet. And then at fifty feet, he pulled down on both toggles, causing the chute to begin stalling. With his knees together and slightly bent, he pulled down a little more, then finally, at ten feet, he pulled down hard on both toggles. The chute stalled and he touched down.
The team landed all in close proximity to him. They unhooked their rucksacks from their reserve chutes, then, foregoing the normal figure-eighting of the shroud lines, they quickly gathered their chutes then rushed into the church ruins.
“Everybody okay?” Grant asked.
They all nodded and responded in unison, “Yes, sir.” Since they already had their green cammies under their jump gear, they were able to change quickly.
Grant looked at his watch. His immediate concern was whether or not Naples was able to contact someone in Motta. “Eric.”
“Yes, sir?” Lewis answered, as he was strapping on his weapon.
“Take… ” He stopped abruptly, snapping his head around, hearing a small branch cracking.
They all grabbed their weapons and took cover behind the stone wall. Grant motioned with his .45, sending Simpson and Lewis to the opposite side.
They honed in on the sound coming from the front of the church. Grant had his weapon in his right hand, holding it close to his cheek.
The movement stopped, and they heard a voice in a loud whisper. “Captain Stevens?”
Still being cautious, Grant responded, “Come on in, slowly, with hands up.”
Doing as he was told, the man came through what was, at one time, a doorway. He was of medium height, in his early thirties, wearing jeans and a University of Missouri sweatshirt and baseball cap. He stopped short, staring with eyes wide at seven men pointing weapons directly at him.
Grant stepped closer. “And you are?”
“My name’s Wagner, Keith Wagner. I was asked to bring these to Captain Stevens.” He reached behind him and lifted a cloth bundle off the ground.
Grant holstered his weapon and with a smile, extended a hand to Wagner. “I’m Grant Stevens, sir. We’re sure grateful to you.” He motioned to Russo. “Vince, take the package, will you?”
“Yes, sir,” Russo responded, reaching for the bundle, giving a quick smile to Wagner.
Grant looked around the edge of the door. “You didn’t walk here, did you?” he questioned with surprise in his voice.
“Oh, no, no. I’ve got an old Jeep, but thought it best to park farther up, off the road.”
“Thanks for taking the precaution, Keith.” He turned to Moore. “Ray, get one of the radios and set the frequency. Keith, I don’t expect that we’ll be needing your services again, but I’d like you to keep this with you. Do you know how to use it?” Wagner nodded. “Would you be willing to let us, shall we say, borrow your vehicle if the need arises?”
“It’d be my pleasure, Captain! Oh, by the way, I packed some food in that bundle, just in case you hadn’t eaten.”
Grant hadn’t even thought about food, until this moment, when he heard his stomach rumbling. “Appreciate it, Keith. Oh, one more thing. Any chance you could store our chutes and jump gear?”
“Sure. Just load them in the jeep.”
Grant motioned with his head, and the team took the cue.
“One more thing, Keith. Are any others in town aware of your being asked to help us?”
“Only the Americans. We were all notified by the embassy, then we had a short meeting at my house. But I volunteered since I had one of the biggest vehicles in case you needed transportation.”
Grant nodded, then extending his hand, he shook Wagner’s, before saying, “Look, you’d better head back. I’d advise all of you to not leave Motta and stay out of sight. Right now we don’t have any idea what that group is planning. When it’s all clear, somebody from the embassy will probably contact you. Just keep that handy,” he said, pointing to the radio.
“Oh, I will, I will.”
Grant put a hand on Wagner’s back, gently pushing him toward the doorway.
Wagner turned around with a concerned look on his face. “Captain, any idea what’s happened? Do you think everyone’s okay?”
“That’s what we’re here to find out, Keith. Now, go.”
“In bocca al lupo,” Wagner said, with a wave of his hand.
In the background, Russo gave an immediate response, “Crepi, Mr. Wagner!”
Once they were alone, Grant’s curiosity got the best of him. “Vince, what the hell was that all about?”
“Oh, you mean what Mr. Wagner said?” Grant nodded. “Well, sir, ‘in bocca al lupo’ is sorta like when someone says ‘buona fortuna’ meaning ‘good luck.’ Except it’s, well, it’s a more powerful wish, I’d have to say, one that’s more profound, intense. Translated it means ‘in the mouth of the wolf,’ sir.”
“And you answered…?”
“‘Crepi’ means may he die. It’s good when the wolf dies! Right, sir?”
“Roger that, Vince! Roger that,” Grant smiled, as he walked over to the bundle Wagner brought and started untying the rope. He pulled out a large paper bag that had been placed on top of the clothes. Opening it, he inhaled deeply, smelling the freshness of bread and probably some kind of dried meat. He turned it over to Moore. “Here ya go, Ray. See that everybody gets some. In the meantime, I’ll change into these. And Vince,” he said as he tossed the other set of clothes to Russo, “put these on under your cammies.”
“Aye, sir.”
The work clothes the civilian brought were clean, but it was obvious they were close to being worn out. That’d make it all the better. He slid his K-bar into the leg strap, a knife that had been with him since Vietnam. Then he put his cammies back on, shoving a frayed, black wool cap inside his shirt.
While they ate, the men sat on blocks of discolored, rough stone that had once held up the north wall of the church. Grant reminded everyone, “Have a feeling nobody at the base has eaten much, if anything. Let’s make sure there’s some left.”
* * *
Twenty-five minutes later, with earpieces adjusted, rucksacks on their backs, and rifles hanging off their shoulders, they started their journey. Their rescue mission to AFN would be across mostly open ground.
Somewhere east of them, there was a slight sound of water, a river, possibly flowing toward the city of Siracusa on the coast. With the route they were taking, they were far off any kind of road. The quiet almost seemed surreal.
Most of the fields they traversed were fields where wild, summer wheat had flourished. Now the soil was in fallow, waiting for spring and another crop. The soil was dark and rich, so rich they could smell it, and in some places, still soft beneath their boots.
Grant stopped, held up his hand, then waved the team toward him. “Time to check the map. We’ve gotta be getting close.” Having the men gather around him, he knelt on the ground and flattened the map, then he pulled his penlight from his pocket, tracing their route with the light. He folded the map and dropped it in the rucksack. Turning forty-five degrees, he focused on a ridge and pointed. “It should be just beyond that small ridge.” He looked overhead. The sky was still clear, filled with stars. Small blinking red lights from an aircraft high overhead, set on a northerly heading, were clearly visible.
He slipped his penlight into his pocket. “Okay, if anybody needs to take a ‘whizz,’ you’d better do it now.”
They all rushed off in different directions. Womack was the last one to return, carrying his camouflage hat, more commonly know as a “catch me/screw me” hat. Turned upside down, it was filled with wild figs. “Found these in that clump of trees.” He licked his lips. “Sweet!”
Everybody reached for the sugary fruit, with Moore hesitating, as he asked, “Say, Ken, which hand did you use to pick these?”
“The opposite one, Chief,” he smirked.
The fruit was gone; the break was over. Adjusting their rucksacks, they quickly picked up the pace, and twenty-five minutes later, they were at the base of the ridge. It wasn’t very high, less than thirty feet, but the angle was steep. They started their climb, brushing aside thick undergrowth, skirting around boulders. The ground was solid here, no soft soil, completely different from their trek since leaving the church.
Looking toward the top, Grant noticed a glow from lights on the other side. They all stopped, waiting for any sound coming from that direction. Nothing.
He motioned everyone forward. They crouched low and with only a few feet left until they reached the top, they stretched out on their bellies and crabbed their way to the peak. Peering over the edge, the compound came into view, about seventy-five yards away from the base of the ridge. An eight-foot high, chain link fence surrounded it, with the closest building about fifty yards beyond it.
Grant reached for the Starlighter. He mentally identified the buildings he’d seen in the photographs. At the far back, on the west end, was the main building where the network system was installed. He moved the scope along its outer walls, seeing there weren’t any windows, not even in the door.
Then he continued searching the inner compound area, spotting Grigori’s chopper. He couldn’t see any guards near it, and the side door appeared to be secured. He lowered the scope briefly, looked for another place to zero in on, then raised it again. Small flatbed trucks were lined up just beyond the chopper, about six, and what looked like a small car in the lead. They were pointing in a westerly direction.
He spotted the dig site where a light was shining from somewhere inside. Moving the scope back and forth, he noticed men walking to and from the trucks, some climbing out of the tunnel. But there wasn’t any sign of EOD or Grigori. And it was still impossible to tell how many infiltrators were still there.
Putting the scope back in his rucksack, he quietly said, “We’re aiming for that section of fence,” he pointed, “dead center of the building. Two at a time. Keep your eyes open.”
Grant and Moore were the first to start down the hill. Crouching as low as they could, they moved slowly, their heels digging in, preventing them from skidding down too quickly. Once they reached the bottom, they didn’t stop moving until they reached the fence line.
The rest of the team joined the two quickly, then they positioned themselves close together, laying in the thick, damp foliage, just outside the chain link fence.
They listened for any kind of sounds, watching for any movement. From their location, they could only see the building they assumed was the barracks, with the hangar west of it.
After ten minutes, Grant signaled for the men to split up to make a recon. They had to know what options they had and how much they were up against. Within seconds they disappeared, silently blending into the surroundings.
Grant started scanning the perimeter of the building. As he glanced up to the roof, something caught his attention. “Ray, hand me the scope.” He zeroed in on the spot where he thought he had seen movement. Nothing. Continuing to move the scope, following along the edge of the roof, he suddenly stopped. He smiled and whispered, “Grigori!” He silently questioned why he hadn’t seen Moshenko from the ridge. A second later, Moshenko had moved on, continuing his own recon.
“Where, sir?” Moore asked quietly.
“He’s gone. Christ! He’s been hiding up there all this time.” He felt a knot in his stomach. Somehow they had to let him know they were here. He had to chance it. He looked back at the building, then reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a penlight.
Moore reached over and put a hand on Grant’s arm, trying to stop him. “You sure you wanna use that, sir?”
“Can you think of anything else?”
Moore looked at the building then back at Grant and just shook his head.
“Watch for guards,” Grant whispered as he kept his eyes on the roof, waiting for Moshenko to reappear, hoping it wouldn’t be long.
Five minutes later, he spotted him. “Ray, use the scope; keep an eye on him.” Grant started signaling, using the International Morse Code, over and over, sending the same message: GRANT.
“Sonofabitch,” Moore smiled, shaking his head in disbelief. “He’s seen it, sir. Shit! He’s even givin’ a thumb’s up!” Grant shut off the penlight as Moore asked, “Now what?”
Grant breathed a sigh of relief, then responded, “Got your wire clippers?”
“Whoa, sir! We don’t know enough of what’s going on in there.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll wait until the men get back and hope they’ve got some kind of good intel. We’ve gotta start somewhere. Now, cut that wire.”
As Moore started clipping the fence wire, he kept glancing up, looking for any sign of trouble, trying to be as quiet as possible.
Remaining stretched out on his stomach, Grant pushed himself backwards, trying to get behind some tall brush for cover. He stripped off his cammie shirt and pants, then rolled them into a tight bundle. Before he put on the tattered brown civilian jacket, he stuck the .45 into his waistband. Finally, he put on the worker’s cap, pulling it down as close to his eyes as he could.
Moore had cut through enough of the wire to allow a section to be pushed forward, with less chance of catching their clothes on the sharp edges, and giving them enough room to slip through.
Grant had just crawled next to him, when suddenly, they both went stone-still, spotting two men patrolling around the building, coming from opposite sides, with Uzis slung over their shoulders.
Moore shifted his eyes to Grant, seeing the frustration, and the clenching of his jaw. Moore could only wonder where the hell the two guards came from.
After a couple of seconds Grant looked at him, with a slight grin on his face. Moore waited until the guards disappeared before he said, “You’re not thinking what I hope you’re not thinking,” he whispered.
“I see Uzis. They’re just what I need to complete my ensemble. And, it gives me the perfect cover to get into that building.”
“You taking Vince?”
“He’s part of the equation, since he’s the one who speaks the language.” He glanced at his watch, then looked for the Team, finally spotting them coming toward him. With his palm facing them, he signaled for them to stay where they were. He tugged on Moore’s sleeve. Silently they backed up, ensuring they put at least another fifteen feet between them and the fence.
Looking to make sure the guards hadn’t come back, Grant whispered, “Vince, get rid of those cammies.” Russo nodded, then Grant added, “We saw Grigori, men. He’s on the roof of the barracks.”
Moore smiled, bobbing his head up and down. “Captain signaled him and he knows we’re here.”
Before anyone could comment, Grant asked, “Okay, now what’d you find out?”
Cranston reported first. “Three guards at the dig site; no pattern; carrying Uzis.”
“What about total numbers?” Grant asked.
“Counted about twenty-five but don’t know how many may be inside the hangar and barracks.”
“Bodies?”
“Two near hangar; looked like civilians.”
“Hostages?”
Simpson replied, “Sorry, sir, couldn’t see inside, but lights were on.”
“There were lights down in the tunnel, too, sir,” Womack reported. “Don’t know how many men were in there.”
Simpson said, “We did see they’ve brought some canisters out of the tunnel; had them lined up ten to fifteen feet from the tunnel entrance, sitting next to old Fiat flatbed trucks.”
Moore glanced back at the building, seeing the guards making another pass, checking his watch.
“Looks like it’s the nerve gas they were after,” Grant finally commented, with affirmation. “Guess EOD didn’t complete their work.” He had to move on; had to get the mission going. “Okay, Ray, are the guards on any set pattern?”
“It’s been ten minutes since their last pass, so looks like they’re just patrolling that building.” He looked back and saw them coming around again. “That’s it. Ten minutes.”
“Okay. Vince, you and I’ll go first and take care of those two guards.” He thought for a moment. “Think we’d better interrogate at least one of them; try and find where the hostages are; shouldn’t take long,” he smirked. “Vince, I’ll leave it up to you to do the G2.”
Russo nodded, giving a thumb's up.
Grant continued. “It’s black as pitch on the north side so we’ll dump the bodies in the brush when we’re through. Ray, when we’re done, we’ll signal you, then we’ll work our way into the building.”
Grant looked over his shoulder briefly. “Grigori must’ve climbed up to the roof through a vent or something, so we’ll go through there. Once we’re on the roof, we’ll lower the rope. Paul, go get it.” He waited until Cranston returned then said, “Once we’re together, we should be able to get a better view of what we’re up against. Questions?” A shaking of heads answered that. “One last check of weapons and equipment. Ray, bring our rucksacks with you. Let’s get going.”

Chapter 10

AFN — On Roof of Barracks
As much as he had hoped for rescue during the past long hours, Grigori Moshenko could not have been more surprised nor more grateful. He slowly lowered his exhausted body onto the cold concrete. His friend had finally come.
He hadn’t realized how tired he was until he looked at Tarasov and Rusnak, huddled together, somehow finding a way to get some sleep. He had to prepare them for whatever was to happen.
Pushing himself to a kneeling position, he took a deep breath before standing, feeling the stiffness in his right knee.
Deciding to hold off for awhile before talking to the comrades, he slowly walked over to the edge of the roof, rubbing his knee. Straining his eyes in the darkness, he focused on the area beyond the fence, looking for any other signal Grant might be trying to send, or any sign of Grant. It was no use. They’re only seen when they want to be seen, he thought.
He was sure Grant had seen the guards and had probably timed their movement just as he had done. Every ten minutes. He peered over the edge, watching the two Italian guards stop briefly to talk. Within seconds they walked away from each other, eventually disappearing around the side of the building.
Keeping his eyes on the spot where he’d seen the signal, three minutes later he saw another brief flicker of light, presumably meant for him. Then two men, in crouching positions, came rushing through the opening in the fence, heading toward the building. He stared in amazement, seeing that both men were dressed in what appeared to be Italian workers’ clothing.
Scrambling across the open field, Grant and Russo reached the building then immediately flattened their bodies against it. Russo lifted the rope off his shoulder and laid it behind him.
Moshenko leaned farther, trying to see more clearly. Just then, Grant looked up at him, and gave a thumb’s up. Moshenko calmed himself, and responded with a quick salute. Totally fascinated now, he couldn’t take his eyes away, anxious for whatever was to happen next.
Grant and Russo separated, sliding their backs along the building, moving to opposite corners. Checking their watches, and if the guards were on time, there were only two minutes left for them to reappear. With K-bars drawn, they waited.
Moshenko edged closer to the corner, with Grant directly below. The Russian wished he could be involved in whatever was about to happen, but for now, he was just an innocent observer.
Suddenly, he spotted one of the guards walking along the path, acting totally bored, kicking at stones and dirt.
Grant tensed, hearing the scuffle of shoes and the sound of something being kicked across dirt. Pressing his body against the building, he raised the knife, its razor-sharp blade pointing straight up.
The guard took one step around the corner, and without a chance to cry out or fire his weapon, Grant sprang at him like a jungle cat, clamping his strong hand across the mouth, plunging the knife up, just below the sternum. The guard’s eyes opened wide, almost in disbelief before he collapsed on the ground. Grant fell with him, keeping the mouth covered until the body stopped twitching. Still kneeling, he pulled the knife from the chest, wiped off the blood on the dried grass, then immediately turned to see Russo kneeling over the other guard. In less than a minute, Russo completed the G2, then he finished the job.
They dragged the bodies into the brush. Grant pulled a penlight from his pocket and signaled the team. Then he looked up at Moshenko, pointed to himself and then up, indicating they were coming in.
Moshenko went quickly to the two huddling Russians. “Comrades, the Americans are on their way.”
Tarasov sat up straight, and with a questioning stare, he asked, “How do you know? When will they be here?”
“Sooner than you think, Comrade Tarasov,” Moshenko responded with certainty. He immediately turned and went near the vent, knowing Grant would figure it out. Now, all he could do was wait.
With the confiscated Uzis slung over their shoulders, Grant and Russo had separated and taken the same path as the two Italian guards, walking just as slowly, and finally meeting up at the front door.
Lingering there briefly, they tried to take in as much as they could from their surroundings. Grant felt uneasy. There still wasn’t any sign of EOD.
A lot of activity was taking place around the trucks and tunnel entrance. Loud voices shouted instructions, as men jumped on and off the trucks. From what Grant could see, two trucks near the end of the caravan had their hoods raised, and men were leaning over the fenders. One man raised what appeared to be a wrench, then he shouted to the driver. The engine started, then died. The driver leaned out the window and shouted, “Merda!” (Shit!)
With everything going on in the compound, Grant and Russo were ignored. Confirming they weren’t being watched, they turned and entered the building, immediately backing up against a wall by the door, with the Uzis now at the ready.
All lights were still out. They hesitated briefly, letting their eyes adjust to the darkness. Grant motioned for Russo to stay put, while he cautiously crept to the doorway entrance to a small room. Poking his head around the corner, he saw the room was empty, then he silently made his way to the base of the stairs. He signaled Russo, who took one last look out the entrance, the hustled to meet up with Grant.
Continuing to stay on high alert, they listened briefly, confirming the first floor was clear. Grant looked up to the top of the stairs, again hearing nothing but silence. Taking one last look behind them, they started advancing up the staircase, sliding their bodies along the wall, taking one cautious sideways step at a time.
Grant motioned for Russo to keep watch from the top of the stairs. Then, he walked slowly, ducking his head in a room to the right, able to see cots lined along the far wall. He started farther down the darkened hallway, taking a quick check overhead, looking for any sort of access to the roof.
He approached another doorway on his left. He made a quick check of the darkened room, only seeing more cots. Pressing his back against the wall, he let his eyes follow the ceiling until he spotted something protruding from the overhead, farther down the hall. Stepping slowly until he was directly beneath the cover, he turned to Russo, got his attention, then he cupped a hand near his mouth and looking up, called softly, “Grigori.” Then, he stepped back against the wall, being cautious, keeping the Uzi ready, just in case.
The vent cover opened. Moshenko leaned over, swiveling his head until he spotted Grant. With a big smile, he motioned with his hand, “My friend! Come, come.”
Russo hustled to Grant. They handed Moshenko the Uzis, then Russo clasped his hands together, palms up, where Grant was able to put his foot. Moshenko reached down and locked onto Grant’s raised arms, and with a boost from Russo, pulled him up through the opening. Not wasting any time, Grant hauled up Russo.
Once the cover was sealed again, Moshenko spun Grant around and threw his arms around him, slapping him on the back. “Spaseeba (thanks), my friend! Spaseeba!”
“How ya doing, Grigori?” Grant questioned with concern. He stepped back, grabbing Moshenko’s shoulder. “You okay?”
“Yes, yes. I am good. I am relieved just seeing you!”
“Wait one, Grigori; got to get the rest of my men up here. Come on, Vince.” They walked quickly to the back of the building. Using the penlight, Grant signaled and within seconds saw the team rushing across the field.
Russo tied off one end of the rope around a rebar sticking through the concrete, wrapped it around another, then tossed the rope over the side. “I’ll wait here, sir, if you need to get back.”
Grant half jogged to where Moshenko was waiting with Tarasov and Rusnak. “Comrades, this is Captain Grant Stevens, my friend.”
The two Russians stepped closer, offering to shake hands, especially after recognizing Grant’s name. The realization that the Americans may be their only hope to survive the ordeal finally struck home.
Grant looked past them, watching his men, as he reached down into his rucksack. Speaking in impeccable Russian, Grant handed the paper bag to Moshenko, with his eyes moving to each of the three men, as he said, “We brought some food. It’s not much, but… ”
“We are grateful,” Moshenko smiled, handing the bag to Tarasov. “Now, comrades, if you will excuse us, we have things to discuss.”
Moshenko led Grant to the west side of the roof, being careful not to get too close to the edge where they could be seen.
Grant hooked his thumbs in his pockets as he spoke quietly. “Listen, Grigori, I’m sorry as hell we couldn’t get to you sooner. I don’t have any bullshit excuses either. It… it just took time.”
“Grant, my friend, you are here, and I am grateful. No bullshit excuse is necessary! That is right, is it not?”
“You learn too quick!” Grant smiled. But now it was time to ask, time to find out about Adler, about the EOD team. “Grigori, do you know if anything happened to Joe? When did you see him last?”
“We were together that morning, sharing some food the Italian man brought. Joe and his men left for the hangar not long after. We said we would meet later.” Moshenko looked down, shaking his head.
“Hey! Grigori!” Grant quietly said, grabbing hold of Moshenko’s arm. “Look at me.” Moshenko looked up, staring into intense brown eyes. “You did what you had to do to keep yourself and your comrades safe. That was your priority. And if I know Joe, he’s probably waiting to kick ass and looking forward to the opportunity.”
“Am I getting, as you would say, ‘soft,’ Grant? I should not be. I am KGB.”
“You? Soft? Hell, you’re just being human, my friend.” Out of the corner of his eye, Grant saw his men and he motioned them over. “Gentlemen, I’d like you to meet Officer Grigori Moshenko, my good friend.” The SEALs shook Moshenko’s hand and made quick introductions, before Grant ordered, “Take positions around the roof perimeter. Get some intel. We’ll be heading down soon.” As Moore started past him, he grabbed his arm. “Ray, get me a 16.”
Moshenko stepped closer, saying, “I will be going with you.”
“Can’t let that happen, Grigori. You’ve got your responsibilities,” he said, tilting his head toward the two Russians, who were sitting on the concrete, their cheeks bulging with food.
“Loaded, sir,” Moore said handing Grant the rifle.
“Here, Grigori, take this.”
“I have my Makarov. But you… ”
“I’ve got enough fire power; don’t worry. Look, when we go, you and the comrades better get off this roof and take shelter in one of the second floor rooms. Did they search the building at any time?”
Moshenko nodded. “Yes. We heard them. I do not understand why they did not search more for us, especially with the helicopter in the compound.”
Grant considered that for a moment. “Can’t be sure, Grigori, but even though those men are Mafia, from what I know about them, most are ‘street’ people. The only markings on the helo is the red star and apparently, they never got a chance to see you or your uniform. Nothing to think about right now, except you can consider yourself lucky, huh?” he winked.
“I would still like to work with you, Grant.”
“I know, I know, and you still may.”
“Tell me,” Moshenko replied with enthusiasm, as he stood taller.
“Your chopper… it may come in handy. How’s your fuel supply?”
“We flew off the Leningrad, so the distance was not long. The fuel is good.”
Ending that part of the conversation, Grant pressed the PTT. “Ray.”
Moore backed away from the edge then stood next to Grant. “Sir?”
“Anything to report?”
“Not much happening now. It appears they finished loading canisters on one of the flatbeds.”
“Right out of the dig site?” Grant asked incredulously.
“Yes, sir. Right from the tunnel.”
“Christ! Did you see anything else?”
“Negative. Everything on the trucks is covered with tarps.”
Moore caught Simpson and Cranston frantically waving at him. He grabbed Grant’s sleeve and pointed. “Sir!”
Grant spun around. He and Moore immediately took off. Laying on their bellies, they crabbed their way forward, trying to get as close as possible to the edge.
Simpson was pointing rapidly toward a small truck, parked next to the hangar. He whispered, “See, sir? See? It’s the EOD guys! All of ‘em!”
Grant shook his head slowly, while a smile of relief spread across his face, the tension deep in his belly suddenly gone. But now, whatever plans they had for any kind of rescue had just changed. They all continued watching, half relieved, half worried, as the men were being forced into the bed of the truck, while several guards stood close by. There was no way to tell what the plan was, or where they were being taken. He tapped Moore on the back, signaling a retreat.
Moshenko had waited until they gathered near him, not knowing what to expect. “What is it, Grant?”
“It’s Joe and his men, Grigori. They’re okay.”
Moshenko grabbed both of Grant’s arms, shaking them and him. “Good news! Good news!”
“Yeah, but we’ve gotta move. Grigori, get the comrades.” Moshenko rushed to the two civilians.
Grant turned to his men. “Paul, go back and keep your eye on what’s going on as long as you can. See if there are any other vehicles, if those bastards are staying together or splitting up. Go!”
Moshenko walked close to Grant. “You have something in mind, don’t you?”
Grant stared into Moshenko’s dark eyes, then waved Moore over to him. “Ray, hand me a couple of those pencil flares.”
Moore handed them to Grant and asked, “What’s the plan, sir?”
“Vince and I’ll work our way outside and… ”
“Sir, you can’t be serious.” Even as he made the statement, Moore knew protesting wasn’t going to help.
“There’re too many of them for us to try to take out, and those canisters are a whole other issue,” Grant answered.
“What are our orders, sir?”
Grant was working fast. He checked his .45, slipped it back in his waistband, then motioned for Russo. Turning back to Moore, he said, “Once our truck is out of sight, you stop that last truck. Don’t let it outta here. G2 whoever’s onboard; find out where they’re going. I know it won’t be easy, Ray, not knowing the language, but… ”
“Don’t worry, sir. I’ll manage!”
“And you’re gonna have to find any other hostages, then, you make contact with that guy in the AFN building. Have him call Naples, or better still, call the admiral.”
“And just what am I supposed to tell him, sir?”
Grant’s brown eyes narrowed, staring straight into Moore’s eyes. “Is that an attitude I hear, senior chief?”
“Uh, no, sir; no, sir.”
“You tell him exactly what’s happened!” He picked up the Uzi and slung it over his shoulder.
“Sir, how are we gonna contact you? We’ve gotta know where you are.”
“Vince, you got the radio?”
“Yes, sir.” He tapped the front of his shirt.
“You, Ray?”
“Simpson has it, sir.”
“And Ray, keep the GPS handy.”
“Aye, sir.”
Grant stared at Moore, almost as if he wasn’t even seeing him, before he said, “Ray, I don’t know what they’ve got planned or where the hell they’re going.” He wasn’t accustomed to uncertainty. It gnawed at his insides.
“It’ll work, sir,” Moore said reassuringly.
Practically ignoring the response, Grant looked back at Moshenko. “Grigori, you’re going to have to stand by, okay?” Moshenko nodded. “You go down to the second floor and get in one of the rooms. Ray will come for you when it’s clear.”
Grant pulled his cap down closer to his eyes. “Ray, get Paul.” Grant hardly took a breath, when Cranston reported back.
“Paul, any changes down there?”
“Not much, sir. There’s still a light down in the tunnel. Two men just climbed out. They were carrying something, but couldn’t tell what.”
Grant kept walking towards the vent. “What about EOD?”
“Still in the truck. Three guards climbed in with them.”
“That’ll be our objective, Vince. Listen, you talk when you have to, but keep it simple, understood?”
“Yes, sir, understood.”
“Any indication which one might be the leader, Paul?”
“One guy’s been standing near the dig. He’s got an Uzi. He’s been there the whole time we’ve been watching. And he appears to have two very large bodyguards stickin’ real close.”
“Describe him,” Grant said as he was handing his Uzi down to Moshenko.
“Average height, large body, half bald with hair around the sides; wearing dark jacket and pants. One more thing, sir.”
“Speak,” Grant said.
“That guy and his two bodyguards got into a four-door Fiat at the head of the caravan.”
“Guess he needs special treatment,” Grant scoffed as walked to the vent. Standing at the edge of the opening, Grant turned to Moore. “If you don’t hear from me in fifteen minutes after the truck pulls out, you do what you’ve gotta do.”
“Sir?”
“You heard me, Ray.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
Grant turned away, lowered himself through the vent opening, and held onto the sides momentarily. Not hearing any sounds below, he dropped to the floor. One by one the SEALs followed.

Chapter 11

AFN Compound
Joe Adler sat with his men behind the window of the cab, sitting on upside down old crates. Hemp-style rope held their wrists securely. Three guards stayed toward the tailgate, holding their Uzis close.
The Americans’ bodies were beat down to parade rest. They were looking pale and haggard. During the long ordeal, they’d been kept inside the old hangar, unable able to speak, or sleep, or eat. The reason behind this journey they were about to make was unclear. Adler constantly ran his mind around the idea that their being held captive was because of what had been brought out of the tunnel. But another very real possibility loomed. They were being held for ransom. Four U.S. Navy men, trained in explosive ordnance disposal. There was that possibility.
Adler kept his eyes on the men hurrying around the compound, some of them carrying old ammo boxes. They started piling into a line of trucks strung out in front of the one he and his men were in. Most of the shouting going on seemed to be coming from the lead vehicle, like orders being “barked.”
As engines started turning over, headlights and taillights came on. Trying not to be conspicuous, Adler tried to see how many other vehicles there were and what they were carrying, but it was impossible for him to make out. Within a couple of minutes, the lead vehicle drove off. It passed through the main entrance, then as its lights faded, another truck started moving.
Adler counted the time it took for the second truck to leave. Five minutes. He was distracted for a moment as two additional guards showed up, but he didn’t pay close attention to them as he tried to maintain his concentration.
Vince Russo looked up at one of the guards sitting in the truck. Speaking in Italian, he said, “We were told to take this truck.” The guards just nodded. They didn’t move from their positions, pointing for the two men to go farther back.
Russo stepped onto the truck bed. Grant climbed up after him, taking a look one more time behind him, making sure they were still the next to last truck in the caravan.
There wasn’t much room to maneuver, and they had to walk sideways to get past the guards, bumping against knees and kicking shoes. Keeping his head down, Grant sat opposite Adler, squeezing in between Russo and EOD Taylor.
Adler sat with his head lowered, paying more attention to what was happening with the vehicles and trying to ignore the new guards, until he noticed a pair of dirty, black boots, sticking out from under tattered trousers, directly in front of him.
Only raising his eyes, he settled his stare on hands holding an Uzi, strong hands with scars. His pulse quickened. He sat back, trying not to draw attention to himself, then he slowly lifted his head. Grant’s eyes were fixed on his, both men keeping their deadpan expressions, except when Grant gave a quick wink.
Adler gave a sideways glance at his men, then getting Taylor’s attention, he shifted his eyes back to Grant then back to Taylor, finally giving an inconspicuous thumb’s up.
The truck driver shifted into first, and the vehicle lurched forward, backfiring when he stepped on the gas, then it stalled. One of the guards jumped out of the back and ran to the driver’s side, shouting and waving his arms. In typical Italian style, the driver just shouted back, giving the guard the popular “up yours” hand motion — twice.
The other two guards were leaning over the side, paying more attention to the commotion than anything else.
Grant elbowed Russo before sliding his one leg back. Slowly, he reached under his sock, withdrew the knife, then slid it inside the sleeve of his jacket. Russo did the same with his. Seeing the guard hurrying to the back of the truck, Grant shifted the Uzi next to his right leg, within Taylor’s reach. Then, carefully, he pulled his .45 from his waistband, quietly placing it behind Taylor.
Once the guard was aboard, the driver pulled away. He no longer saw any lights from the vehicles ahead. Smacking the steering wheel in anger, he swore. “Merda! Merda!” In his cracked, rearview mirror he glanced at the vehicle behind him, knowing he had to keep on schedule. The truck backfired every time he stepped on the gas, and trying to makeup time, he continued pressing the accelerator.
* * *
Inside the barracks, looking out the second story windows, the remaining SEALs and Grigori Moshenko could only watch as the truck disappeared into the night.
Moore glanced at his watch, marking fifteen minutes. At the end of that time, if Grant and Russo hadn’t returned, he had to follow orders. But right now, they had to stop the last truck, search for any survivors, make contact with the guy in the AFN building, and hope there weren’t any more members of the group lurking around.
“Excuse me,” Moshenko said, tapping Moore on the back.
“Yes, sir?” Moore replied, as he pulled the sling of his M16 from his shoulder.
“I must help you look for hostages. I will see that Tarasov and Rusnak remain here, out of the way. Please… let me help.”
Moore hesitated for a brief moment. Although having met the Russian just a brief time ago, he felt as if knew him well, and after all, he was Captain Stevens’ friend. “All right, sir, but wait until we take care of the truck. I’ll have one of the men come get you.”
Moshenko smiled and nodded. “I will go and give Tarasov and Rusnak the order to stay in the room.”
Knowing they only had a few minutes to stop the truck before it pulled away, the SEALs cautiously but quickly came down the stairs. Rushing to the door, they split up and took positions on both sides, their weapons at the ready.
Moshenko came hurrying down the stairs with his Makarov drawn, the rifle strap slung over his shoulder. He was anxious to help but realized he had to stay behind.
The team kept their eyes focused on Moore, as he leaned toward the open door cautiously, then poked his head out. They were less than fifty feet from the target, but it was open ground, and the men in the truck had Uzis.
Smoke was billowing from the truck’s tailpipe. The driver revved the engine, keeping his eyes on the lead vehicle, waiting for his passenger to give the go ahead to move.
Hearing the truck’s engine revving, Moore gave the signal. Holding up his hand, he waved it forward, and the SEALs rushed from the building. They raced across the compound, splitting up and running in different directions, surrounding the vehicle.
Two men in the bed of the truck spun around, shouting “Americani!”
The driver jerked his head around, as the first shots rang out. Cranston and Womack fired back at the two in the truck bed, spinning them around from a spray of bullets.
Moore and Simpson ran toward the cab just as the driver attempted to speed away. They needed to get information. Firing into the cab was not an option.
Simpson ran in front of the truck, aiming his rifle directly into the cab at the same time Moore jumped on the driver side running board. “Stop!” Moore shouted.
The driver hit the brakes, and both he and the passenger threw their arms up, screaming, “No! No!”
Moore stepped down and pulled the door open, motioning for the driver to get out. He grabbed the man’s jacket and pulled him around to the back of the truck, purposely wanting to show him the two dead accomplices. He slammed the man’s body against the truck, making him yelp in pain.
Keeping his eyes and one hand on the Italian, he shouted, “Paul, get the colonel and check out the hangar! Ken, you go find the guy in AFN.” He and Simpson would start the interrogation… somehow, using hand signals if they had to. “Craig, see if these bozos have a map up front.”
Simpson looked on the dashboard then searched under the seat, finding a crumpled, hand-drawn map. Notes were written in Italian, but there were arrows pointing along a route. He smoothed the paper against the seat, then he rushed back to Moore. “Here ya go, Chief.”
Moore perused the map with a smile. “Guess this is what we need, Craig, unless the captain wants anything further.” He slipped the paper into his pocket. “Help me get these two in the truck. Let ’em sit next to their two dead buddies.”
Cranston and Moshenko approached the side of the hangar. With windows painted black, and no other way to give them a heads up, they were already behind the eight ball. More than anything, they worried what they might find.
* * *
They had been traveling less than five minutes, leaving the lights of the compound and the last truck behind them. But the going was slow, as the driver had to constantly swerve around potholes and deep cracks in the concrete surface, never repaired from previous earthquakes, and it probably never would be.
If their situation hadn’t been so serious, the Americans probably would have found it amusing, watching the guards trying to maintain their balance, trying to prevent themselves from falling out the back of the truck, letting loose with what was probably Italian swearing and hand pointing at the driver.
Grant was grateful the guards were distracted. It gave him just enough time to nudge Russo, getting his attention as he started sliding the knife from his sleeve, all the while keeping his eyes on Adler. Now was their chance.
He stood slowly, trying to maintain his balance as the truck pitched from side to side, the bed creaking with every sharp movement. He edged closer to the guards, and with one swift move, attacked the one closest to him, ramming his knife in just below the ribcage.
Russo was right behind Grant, ready to act. The guard started to jump up, when Russo grabbed him and jammed the knife into his chest, with a brief cry of agony leaving the man’s throat.
A shot rang out. Grant spun around, watching the third guard tumble out the back of the truck.
Waving a .45, Adler shouted, “Still have to cover your back, Skipper!”
Stunned at the sound, the driver nearly drove off the road, as his eyes focused on the mirror, not believing what he was seeing. He hit the brakes, with the truck skidding to a stop, throwing Grant and Russo off balance. Just as he started reaching for the Uzi on the seat, he saw one pointing at him through the glass window.
Taylor yelled, “Hands up! Hands up!” Whether the Italian understood the words or not, he threw the weapon to the side, and his hands up.
Grant smiled broadly as he walked back to Adler, but he had more shit to do, and fast, hoping they were far enough away to lessen the sound of the shot.
Cutting the rope from Adler’s hands, he ordered, “Get this truck off the road, and kill those lights! Vince! Pull that body off the road!” Russo jumped down. The body had tumbled into a ditch. He grabbed an arm and dragged it far enough from the road so it wouldn’t be seen, then he raced back to the truck.
Adler cut the rope from the other men, pointing to Justin. “Get in the cab and go! You, too, Doug!”
Justin and Taylor jumped from the truck and ran to the cab. Justin shoved the driver aside as Taylor jumped in the passenger side, grabbing the weapon off the seat.
Shutting off the lights, Justin gunned the engine and drove into the field. With hardly any visibility, he drove over rocks, mounds of hard-packed dirt and broken branches. The steering wheel was nearly wrenched from his hands as the truck careened across a shallow ditch.
Grant looked back in the direction of the compound. Not knowing if Moore had succeeded in stopping the last truck, he couldn’t take any chances. He shouted, “Go! Go!”
Ten seconds later, the truck rolled to a stop. Justin immediately killed the engine and took his foot off the brake. Everyone kept low, staying motionless.
“Vince… the radio.” Russo handed it to him, and Grant made his call. “Come in, Ray!”
The response came instantly. “Ray here! We’re clear. We’ve got the truck.”
“We’re coming back. Be there in less than ten minutes. Out.” Grant turned to Adler. “Let’s move.” Adler signaled Lang to get going, then he sat behind the cab. All the other men gave Adler and Grant some extra space.
As they started past the body laying in the ditch, Grant said, “Hold it!” He jumped out of the truck. “Vince, give me a hand.” Picking up the body, they rolled it on the truck. “Go!”
Grant walked to where Adler was sitting. Standing in front of him, he grabbed Adler’s shoulder with a firm grip. “You okay?”
“I am now.” Adler took a breath, somewhat hesitant to ask as he looked up at Grant. “Did you find Colonel Moshenko?”
Grant sat down, staring into the rugged, but tired face of his good friend. Resting his elbows on his knees he answered, “Yeah, he’s okay. He and the two Russians were hiding on the roof.”
“All that time?”
Grant nodded. “All that time.”
“And what about the workers?”
“Weren’t they with you?” Grant asked with surprise.
Adler shook his head. “No. We were caught just as we were going inside the hangar when those bastards attacked. Most of the workers were around their tools and equipment near the barracks and the dig.”
Grant studied Adler’s face for a moment before asking, “You got to know some of them, didn’t you?”
“Yeah. They were as friendly as hell, Skipper, always ready and willing to share anything they had, helping whenever they could.”
“Look, Joe. There’s no sense worrying. We’ll find out soon enough.” He leaned back, unable to explain to Adler the worry he himself had when he first heard the news from Torrinson.
Adler pulled his hat off and rolled it between his palms. He stared at Grant through bloodshot, blue eyes and with a half smile said, “Somehow I knew it’d be you coming.”
“Damn right, Joe. Couldn’t trust anybody else!”
They had been through too much together, on too many missions, knowing each other like the back of their hands. It turned into one of those moments when nothing else had to be said.
Simpson shouted from the cab. “We’re back, sirs!”
Grant and Adler stood. Looking over the rusted roof of the cab, they saw the SEALs waiting. Right there with them was Grigori.
* * *
As Justin pulled the truck in front of the barracks and shut off the engine, Grant’s thoughts were on Adler and his men. “Ray, you got anything hot for these guys?” he shouted at Moore as he jumped off the back.
Moore pointed to Cranston. “Find some coffee!” Cranston took off running.
Adler got off the truck, grabbing hold of Grant’s arm. “You need to go after them, Skipper. You need to stop those bastards.”
Grant understood Adler’s remark, seeing the anger on his face. The emotion fueling his remark was undoubtedly because he had formed a bond with the Italian workers.
But for now, Grant had to move on. He walked toward Moore, seeing two bodies and two men sitting in front of them on the truck bed. “What’d you find out from the G2?”
“Since the communication was next to impossible, we searched for and found a map and had him point to the spot. It’s some kind of nature forest, or something, just south of Palermo.”
Grant called, “Vince!”
Russo came running. “Sir?”
“See if you can get any more info out of that guy.” Grant pointed to the truck.
“Yes, sir.”
“Anything else, Ray?”
“We finally talked the AFN guy out of the building. He was as white as a ghost, shakin’ like a leaf. His name’s Sam Wright. He’s in the barracks.”
“And what about the workmen?”
“A few of ’em had been herded into the tunnel. It took awhile for us to calm them down, too. It was a challenge to understand them, but they indicated they were ordered to load the canisters and munitions.”
“Injuries?” Grant asked.
“Gunshot wounds. We got most of the bleeding stopped, but they need treatment pretty soon. They’re in there,” he indicated the barracks, pointing with his finger.
“And dead?”
“Two, sir. We put the bodies in the hangar.”
“Christ,” Grant said quietly, lowering his head. He despised the term “collateral damage,” thinking “innocent victims” seemed more appropriate, more compassionate. They were human beings. He looked up, blowing out a long breath, then he called, “Joe.”
Adler was standing behind him. He thrust his hands into his pockets, with a grim look on his face. “I heard, Skipper. I’ll go.” He walked off slowly.
Grant kept his eyes on Adler walking away, as he said to Moore, “Ray, get that tech. Go with him to send a transmission to Naples. Request a chopper to get the wounded out of here. Maybe there’s a carrier in the Med.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
“One more thing, Ray. Did you find any of the attackers, dead or otherwise?”
“Two dead by the generators; assumed they’re the ones who cut the power; two by the fence line that were dressed like guards, four more that our ammo found its way into, and the two you and Vince took care of.”
“And there’re three more in the truck. Christ!” There wasn’t time for a decision on bodies. Then Grant thought about the bodies by the generator and the guards. Those men couldn’t have been killed by EOD. They were too far from the fighting. Somebody was tying up loose ends.
“Okay, Ray. Go.” Moore took off. Grant motioned for Taylor. “Craig, you got my gear?”
“In the barracks, sir. You want me to… ”
“No. I’ll go. I need to change outta these clothes,” he commented, looking down at the blood stain across the front.
Moshenko had stayed quietly out of the way, until Grant looked at him. “Come on, Grigori.”
As they walked into the barracks, Russo came rushing up beside them. “Sir?”
“What’ve you got, Vince? Anything else?” Grant asked, as he went to get his rucksack off a chair.
“They’ve got a cave picked out. I know the area a little. It’s called Grotta Mazzamuto. Its a very mountainous area, without any population, just some hiking trails.”
“Okay. Looks like that guy is going for a ride with us. Put him in the truck.”
Adler walked in, concentrating his stare toward the far wall, where the injured Italians were laying. His pace quickened as he spotted Luigi.
Kneeling beside the Italian, he spoke quietly, “Luigi, come stai?” (How are you?)
The now frail-looking man opened his eyes, and recognizing Adler, he smiled weakly and nodded.
“We’ll take care of you, my friend,” Adler smiled, patted the old man’s hand, then he stood and went over to Grant.
“How’s he doing?” Grant asked with concern.
“Looks weak, Skipper. They all look pretty bad. What are we gonna do for them?”
“I’ve sent the senior chief with the AFN tech to call Naples. If the fleet’s close, maybe they can get a chopper off a carrier. I think that’s the best we can do, Joe. If that doesn’t pan out, maybe we can contact a hospital. The closest one’s probably in Catania.” He laid a hand on Adler’s shoulder. “Look, let’s just wait for NAS, okay?”
Adler nodded, looked over his shoulder toward the wounded, then turned again to Grant, this time with fire in his eyes. “When we goin’ after those bastards?”
“We?”
“I know you’re going. Don’t even think about leaving me here, ’cause you know that won’t work.”
Grant’s mouth curved into a smile. “I know that as fact. But right now I’m ordering you to get some coffee and something to eat. You hear me?”
“Whatever you say.” Adler walked off slowly to the galley.
Grant was changing back into his cammies when Moshenko stepped near him. “Will I be helping you?” Looking directly into Grant’s eyes, he continued, without waiting for the initial answer. “I am sure you have something planned already, do you not?”
“I do, Grigori, and yes, I’m including you. I don’t give a flying fart what either of our government’s thinks or says.”
Moshenko leaned closer and just stared up at Grant. In his thick Russian accent and pronouncing the words slowly, he asked, “‘Flyeeng fart?’ What is this ‘flyeeng fart’?”
With a wide grin, Grant only said, “I’ll explain later.” He lifted his holster from the chair, slipped it around his waist, fastened the buckle, and readjusted his .45, when he heard Moore in his earpiece. “You need to come to AFN, sir.”
Grant took off running, pressing the PTT. “What’s goin’ on?”
“Naples bureau chief’s on the line.”
Grant didn’t know what to expect, but hoped the bureau chief had some good intel.
Moore had the door open. “Follow me.” Both of them took the stairs two at a time, finally reaching the second level. The door to the tech room was already wide open.
Wright looked up and handed the phone to Grant with a slight nod of his head. Introductions could wait.
“Stevens here.”
“Captain, Jack Edwards here. I guess Admiral Torrinson told you I might be calling.”
“Yes, sir, he did. But first can I ask if you had any luck getting a chopper for us, to pick up the wounded here, sir?”
“You were lucky, Captain. A carrier was heading to Augusta Bay. A helo lifted off not long ago. You should catch sight of it within a half hour.”
Grant gave Moore a thumb’s up before saying to Edwards, “Wait one, sir; let me pass the word.” He turned to Moore. “Ray, head over to the barracks; tell them a chopper’s on the way, maybe half hour. Have them do what they can to get those men ready for transport.” Moore didn’t hesitate and took off. Grant resumed his conversation with Edwards. “Sorry, sir. Have you got anything for me? Have you heard from your agent yet?”
“Agent Fierra still hasn’t contacted me, but you’ve gotta understand this isn’t an easy task. These ‘padroni’ (godfathers) aren’t usually willing to sit down and have chats with the CIA. It’s just something they have an aversion to.”
Grant dropped his hat on the desk and briskly rubbed his hand over the top of his head in frustration. Considering his past experiences with the Agency and his lack of confidence in it, he wanted to end the conversation, until Edwards said, “But, again, you may still have some luck on your side.”
“Why’s that?”
“Since Fierra is half-Sicilian and speaks Sicilian, he’s got a head start.”
“Sorry, sir, but if that’s all he’s got… ”
“Hold it, Captain! Let me finish, will ya?”
“I’m listening.”
“We suspect that Falcone doesn’t have a clue about this ‘Diavoli’ group even being in existence.”
Grant started pacing next to the desk, wondering how Edwards came up with that conclusion. “From what I understand, he’s head of one of the largest organizations in Sicily.”
“Yeah, he is. Doesn’t mean he knows everything.”
Bullshit, Grant thought. He got where he is because he does know everything. “Look, sir, my gut tells me he’s gotta know, but let’s assume for the time being he doesn’t. Does your agent plan to tell him?”
“Depends.”
“Did you say ‘depends’?” Grant’s voice went deeper and louder. “Depends on what?” He wanted to reach into the phone and shake the shit out of Edwards.
“Look, Captain, this conversation’s beginning to take a nasty turn that… ”
More freakin’ games, Grant thought disgustedly. “No, you look. We’ve got dead and wounded, innocent Italians. We just rescued an EOD team that this goddamn group took as hostage. Now, why do you suppose they wanted EOD? Do you have any clue what they took from here?” Grant heard nothing but silence from the other end of the line. “Whether Falcone knows or doesn’t know, hardly makes any damn difference. Those canisters are being taken someplace, and you’re wasting my time with this bullshit conversation.” He slammed the phone down. A second later he noticed the tech staring up at him. “You’re Sam Wright?” he asked, trying to force a smile, and extending a hand.
“Yes. Yes, I am.” The strength in the hand shaking his made Wright wince.
“Sorry,” Grant apologized. “Still pissed.” Wright nodded. “I’ve gotta thank you for what you did, for taking the chance you took with all that was happening outside.”
“I felt really bad for… ” Wright brushed a hand across his bloodshot brown eyes.
“What? For staying in here? For protecting yourself?” Wright gave a brief nod. “Think about this. If you had gone out there, you might be one of the wounded, or worse. And how would we have found out about anything, if you didn’t send those transmissions?”
“I… I suppose you’re right.”
“You bet your ass I’m right.” Grant started toward the door. “I’ve gotta go. You sure you’re okay?”
Wright nodded as he stood, commenting, “I’d like to help with the wounded, if that’s okay.”
“Let’s go.” As Wright started past him, Grant took hold of his arm, pulling him back. “Look. You’re gonna have to stay here after we’re gone. I’ll contact Keith and have him bring the rest of the men that work with you.”
Wright looked as if he was about to panic. “But… but what about security? We don’t have any!”
“I’ll leave EOD here. It’s the best I can do for now. Besides, I doubt there’ll be any more problems. They took what they were after.” Grant thought for a second, before asking, “Can you put a call through to NIS in D.C. now?”
Walking back behind the desk, the tech answered, “Sure.”
Grant gave the details for the call, and within a minute, Torrinson’s yeoman was on the line.
“Zach, this is Captain Stevens. Need to talk with the admiral ASAP.”
“Grant!” Torrinson shouted. “What the hell’s happening? Where are you?”
“Sir, we’re still at AFN, getting ready to haul.”
“Where…?”
Grant knew he was pressing his luck, not explaining the plan to Torrinson, but he was running out of time. “Sir, please; I’m sorry, but I’ve gotta make this quick. We’ve got to get some kind of security for AFN as soon as possible. All I can do for now is direct that EOD stay here temporarily. Maybe you can contact the Italians and have their police brought in, too. Can you help them, sir?”
Torrinson was trying to face the fact that he was about to be left out of the loop. The concern in Grant’s voice made him uneasy, but he was going to put his trust in Grant Stevens again. “I’ll work on it. Any contact there?”
“Best to call this number, sir. You’ll be talking with Sam Wright. If you need to talk with EOD, Sam will find them.” Grant blew out a breath through tight lips. “Thanks, Admiral.” He had one other request for Torrinson. “Admiral, Colonel Moshenko and the other two Russians are safe. Think we need to contact the Russian ambassador?”
Torrinson jotted a note on the yellow pad. “Will contact State when we’re through here.”
Grant was quiet and Torrinson knew the conversation was over. “I know, Grant, you’ve gotta go.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll contact you as soon as I can.” Grant lowered the phone slowly, staring at it as he put it in the base. He started for the door, motioning for Wright to follow.
They rushed downstairs then ran across the compound. “Go,” Grant said to Wright, pointing to the barracks.
Moore and Adler came up to Grant, with Adler immediately asking, “What’s the plan, Skipper?” Grant eyed his friend, studying the rugged, tired face. Adler responded, reassuringly, “I’m fine.” He held up two fingers, and said, “Scout’s honor.”
Without taking his eyes from Adler, Grant said to Moore, “Ray, use that radio and contact Keith Wagner in Motta. Tell him to bring the rest of the American workers. They need to plan on staying here.”
“Aye, sir. I’m on it.”
“Where’s Grigori?” Grant asked, looking around.
“He went to get the comrades,” Adler responded, as he looked over his shoulder. “Here he comes.”
Grant took a quick check of his watch and signaled for Moshenko. “Grigori! Get my team!” He turned to Adler. “Joe, listen, I talked with the admiral. Gotta leave your team here until the admiral can get security sent in.”
“Understand, Skipper. I’ll go tell them. But what about…?
“Move, Joe! Then get your ass back here so we can get this op going! Everybody! Get your gear. Load it into those trucks! Put mine in the helo!” He had a quick thought. “Paul, get the rope from the roof.”
Adler came running back. “All set, Skipper. Now, do you think we’ll need any extra ammo? We’ve got some in the hangar.”
Grant was feeling better seeing Adler returning to his old self. “Think we’re good, Joe. It’d be best if your guys kept it anyway. Listen, can you give me the short version on what was left in the tunnel before the attack?”
Adler reached into his top pocket, lifting out a small black spiral notebook. He flipped through several pages before finding the last notation, then he read, “Six grapefruit-size canisters; two heavy mortars; H.E. (high explosive) anti-personnel bombs; five boxes of rifles; three boxes of machine guns. We got the cruise missiles out first.” The Henschel HS-293 was an anti-ship missile with a liquid propellent rocket motor. It weighed approximately twenty-three hundred pounds with a length of twelve feet.
Grant stared in disbelief. “How the hell did you get those out?”
“Same way they got them in,” Adler grinned. He pointed to the east side of the compound. “Right over there was the exit from the tunnel. They’d poured concrete and made a ramp. The missiles were already mounted on wheeled platforms. We set up a pulley system. And don’t worry. We already sealed off that end.”
He didn’t have to wait for Grant to ask and he called out, “Doug! Get me a quick count of what’s in the tunnel!” Adler turned back to Grant. “Ya know, Skipper, those canisters were meant to be put inside missiles as a means of delivery. Is it possible they don’t know that?” he questioned, as he slid the notebook back into his pocket.
“Still gotta worry, Joe.”
“Oh, I agree! I agree!”
Taylor wasn’t gone long, and he rushed back to Adler. “LT, the only thing left is one box of the machine guns!”
Adler shot a look at Grant, as he commented, “No wonder they had so many trucks.” He motioned to Taylor, “Okay, Doug. Thanks.” Taylor left. Adler rubbed a hand across the stubble on his face. “That’s one reason why they were here so long.”
“Why’s that?”
“Those damn mortars. They weigh over two hundred pounds. They must’ve broken them into the three sections.”
Grant was just nodding his head, but he had another major concern. “How unstable do you think those canisters are?”
“They were packed individually in protective steel containers, but… I really don’t know. There’s the possibility it’s been degraded after all that time, but again, I don’t know. I do know that if certain oils or petroleum products had been added, the ‘shelf’ life can be extended, but there’s no way to know that either. Christ! We were waiting for orders on how they wanted us to dispose of the shit.” He grabbed one hand with the other and cracked his knuckles. “What the hell are we gonna do when we find them?”
Grant jammed his hands into his pockets, took a couple of steps, then turned back to Adler. The jaw tensed as he ground his teeth. “What if we’re too late, Joe? If they’re leaking, we could walk right into that shit and it’d be all over.” He looked around at the men who were about to go with him. Going on a mission where you could see your enemy was one thing. But how would they confront something they couldn’t see? How could he expose them, literally, to an unseen enemy?
Adler stepped closer. “I know what you’re thinking, Skipper. Don’t even go there. You know you won’t be able to stop any of us, even with an order.”
Grant’s insides were twisting into a knot. “Think it’s time for us to hang it up, Joe? We been doing this shit too long?”
Adler knew the torment Grant could put himself through; he’d seen it before. “It’s all we know.”
A faint smile showed on Grant’s face. “You mean like we were born for it?”
“Why the hell not?”
Several minutes later, everyone gathered around Grant, who started to say, “We’ve… ” Just then they snapped their heads around, hearing the sound of a chopper coming from the carrier. Grant shouted, “Ray, get ready for them!”
Once the helo had safely landed in the compound, two Navy corpsmen hopped off, carrying medical bags. Another two seaman followed with stretchers. Moore waved them to the barracks.
While the wounded were being cared for then carried onboard, Adler was feeling relief for the help his friends would receive. But as he glanced over at Grant, he saw a concerned look, something was bothering him, and he asked, “Anything I can help with, Skipper?”
With the all too familiar stance, legs apart, arms folded across his chest, and head down, Grant responded, “Joe, we’ve gotta do something with the bodies; can’t just leave them.” They both went quiet for a moment, until Grant said, “Look, have the senior chief contact Keith. He’s the guy in Motta. There’s gotta be a funeral home or morgue.”
“I take it you’re just concerned about the Italians that were killed?”
“Yeah. I’d personally dig a hole for those other bastards… if I had the time.”
“So whadda we do with them?”
Grant looked down momentarily before responding, “Ask Keith to contact the local police.”
“Be right back.”
Grant stood quietly until Moshenko stepped near him. “I have a concern.”
Still keeping an eye on the wounded being put aboard the chopper, Grant answered, “Speak to me, Grigori.”
“What do I do with Tarasov and Rusnak?”
“Is that more of a concern than you going on an op with us?” Grant smiled.
Moshenko didn’t hesitate with a response. “Da!”
Grant thought for a moment. “Think if you left them here they’d be less trouble. EOD will keep an eye on them. Unless you want to lock them in their room.”
Moshenko thought about that briefly, then decided, “I think it best not to. They will not have any means to make contact with anyone outside.”
“Look, I just talked with Admiral Torrinson and informed him of your situation. He confirmed that he’ll call our secretary of state, who’ll have the responsibility of contacting your ambassador.”
Moshenko took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly, as he rocked back and forth on his heels. “How is Washington this time of year?” he asked through a tight grin.
“Why? You thinking about making a trip?”
After a moment’s hesitation, Moshenko replied, “Perhaps.”
Slapping his friend on the back, Grant said, “You love Russia too much, Grigori. But one day if you want to make that happen, my friend — you and Alexandra — you know that I’ll be there for both of you. I’ll help with all the power that’s in me, if and when that time comes.”
“I know, Grant. I know.”
Grabbing their hats, they shielded their eyes from flying dirt as the helo lifted off. One task completed, Grant thought, before he said, “Grigori, go give the comrades their orders, then hurry back. We’ll start loading up.” He spotted Wright coming towards him. “Sam, do me a favor. Go check to see if the admiral’s called.”
Adler mustered alongside. “Well, Skipper, where do we go from here? You got a plan yet?”
“Gut tells me those trucks are still on the road. They probably want to get to their destination before daylight.”
“So, whadda we gonna do? Fly over looking for a trail of headlights?” Adler smirked.
“Sounds like a plan to me.”
Adler stepped back. “I take it you’re not shittin’ me.”
“Would I ever shit you, Joe?”
“I was kinda hoping this was the time. Oh, what the hell! I’ve got nothing better to do!”
“Didn’t think so. Look, we’ll use those two trucks, putting my men in one… ”
“Guess you want them to think we’re still hostages, right?”
“Roger that. Russo can take the lead and ride with the one driver, Ray with the other.”
“What about us? You and me?”
“We’ll fly with Grigori.”
With a raised eyebrow, Adler said, “You really enjoy making this shit up as you go along, don’t you?”
“Part of my DNA, Joe. Keeps it interesting, huh?”
“Roger that!”
Grant punched Adler in the shoulder. “Give the men a quick and dirty, then get them going. Tell them to not burn up the road, though. We’ll keep in contact with them.” He looked past Adler seeing Wright waving. “Uh oh,” he said, as he took off running, yelling over his shoulder, “Hold the truck!”
Once Grant was in the office, Wright handed him the phone. “Stevens.”
Torrinson cut right to the chase. “Grant, you have a conversation with Jack Edwards?”
“Yes, sir.”
“He’s really pissed, Captain.”
“No more than me, Admiral. He’s… ”
“Hold it! Before you go off half-cocked, he needs your help.”
Grant sat on the edge of the desk, glancing at his watch. “Needs my help?”
“Seems his agent Fierra’s gone missing.”
“Another agent gone missing?” Grant said, not afraid to hide his sarcasm.
“Yeah, well, remember, the last time you had something to do with it.”
Grant ignored the comment. “What am I supposed to do, sir? We’ve got a helluva lot on our plate as it is.”
“I realize that, but the last time he was heard from was right after he met with Falcone. He never checked back in with Edwards.”
“Shit!”
“Exactly. Now, all I can say is that your immediate concern is those canisters. Stay on track for now.”
“Sir, were you able to find out anything on what we’re supposed to do with them. I mean, how do we dispose of them?”
“All you can do is get them back to AFN. Let EOD finish the job.”
“But, sir, Joe said he was still waiting for recommendations on how to dispose of them.”
Torrinson let out a long sigh. “If you can get them back to AFN, we’ll just have to wait. It’s just critical we get them back in our possession.”
“Understand, sir.” Nothing Torrinson said put Grant at ease. “The men are ready, sir, but I’ve got to make a change to my original plan. Will be in contact somehow, sir.”
“Good luck, Captain.”
Grant handed the receiver to Wright. “You’d better stick close to your office, Sam.”
“Oh, believe me, I will!”
“We’re having the rest of the men from Motta come in, okay?” Wright nodded.
Grant’s mind was spinning as he rushed across the compound, meeting up with everyone. “Change of plans, men.” He turned to Moshenko. “Grigori, I need you to stay here. Joe and I will be going in the truck.” Without a word, Adler took off to retrieve the gear from the Russian chopper.
“There is nothing I can do?” Moshenko asked with disappointment in his voice.
“If that driver tries bullshitting us with bogus directions, I’ll call in. You’ll take Taylor and see if you can spot those other trucks. We may need help guiding us in.” Grant laid a hand on Moshenko’s shoulder. “Just don’t take any chances, you hear?”
“Of course,” Moshenko replied.
“And we may still need a way out, Grigori. You’ll be in ‘standby’ mode once you come back here.”
Adler stepped near the two, saying, “Excuse me, Skipper, but we’re ready.”
“Joe, tell Taylor to get a radio, scope and NVGs. He’ll go with Grigori when the time comes.”
“Roger.”
Moshenko grabbed Grant’s hand with a strong grip. “I will wait. Good luck, my friend.”
As they headed for the truck, they stopped in their tracks, feeling a rumble deep in the earth. Snapping their heads around, they stared as huge orange plumes of lava shot up from the volcano. Already, a path of scalding lava was cascading down the side of Etna.
“Oh, Christ!” Grant spat out.
“Not too freakin’ good, Skipper!” Adler yelled, as he jumped up on the bed of the truck.
Grant took one quick look at the mountain and shouted, “Go! Go! Go!”

Chapter 12

Northern Sicily
Near Grotta Mazzamuto
Just west of Golden Hill Terzo is Grotta Mazzamuto, a mountainous region of rocks derived from the sedimentation of animal shells and skeletons in the seabed from the Mesozoic era. There are many outcroppings made up of volcanic rocks, many places suitable to hide almost anything. Even better was the fact that the Grotta Mazzamuto was uninhabitable. Only during daylight hours did hikers venture into the area, and only rarely.
Castalani had done his research, studied maps and personally investigated the best site for storing everything they had taken from AFN. And with a region so vast, so remote, the likelihood of their location being discovered was practically nil.
The rest of his plan was simple. Once the canisters and weapons had arrived safely, he’d drive to Palermo and advise Falcone of his accomplishment. He would leave it up to Falcone as to what he wanted to do from that point on.
* * *
Castalani and his bodyguards had been traveling for nearly forty minutes, when he suddenly shouted, “Lento! (slow) Lento!” There were no signs, no natural landmarks to indicate a turnoff, but he knew they were close just by the mileage. Shining his flashlight along the shoulder for about twenty feet, he finally spotted the upside down V he made months earlier with five large rocks.
The driver made a slow turn left, easing the car off the road. Castalani looked through the window, seeing a mere hint of headlights showing on the horizon, and knew the vehicle carrying the canisters was not far behind. Since all the drivers had the exact same instructions on how to find the turnoff, he was feeling more comfortable, more at ease.
“Stop and let me out,” he ordered. “You continue to the cave. I will ride in the truck.” He slammed the rear door of the Fiat, then watched as the car pulled away slowly, traveling at no more than fifteen miles an hour.
Over the next two kilometers it would have to traverse grass, dirt, rocks, and hills angled at twenty-five degrees in places. The car wasn’t built for this type of terrain. Caution was high priority.
As the truck approached, Castalani walked to the middle the road. Holding up one hand to shield his eyes from the headlights, he pointed with the other, signaling the driver to turn.
The driver, Paolo Conti, stopped the vehicle, unable to hide the surprised look on his face. “Is everything all right, sir?” he asked as Castalani got up into the cab.
Motioning with his hand, all Castalani said was, “Proceed.” He turned briefly to look at the tarp covering the steel containers tied down in the truck bed.
Five minutes later, Conti was still holding onto the steering wheel in almost a death grip. He leaned close to the windshield, trying to see through squinted eyes. “Very difficult,” he grimaced. Then his eyes went wide, seeing in his rear view mirror the scalding red hot lava shooting from Etna. “Look!” he shouted, indicating with a thumb over his shoulder.
Castalani turned around to look briefly. “Do not worry. We are more than one hundred miles from Etna. Pay attention to your driving.” He was right about the distance, since any ash from past eruptions was usually carried by winds to the south or east, and lava had never reached Palermo.
Just then the steering wheel jerked from the Conti’s hands as the ground started shaking. He slammed on the brakes. For a mere few seconds the two men could hear a rumble as the truck shook.
“My God!” Conti cried. He started to open the door, when Castalani grabbed his arm.
“No! What is the matter with you?” he shouted.
And just as suddenly as it had started, the quaking stopped. The men sat quietly, waiting and listening. Finally Castalani ordered, “Now, proceed!”
They continued driving into the blackness, with Castalani having Conti read off the mileage. When he heard what he was waiting for, Castalani held a hand in front of Conti, saying, “This is it.”
He got out of the truck, shining his flashlight back and forth in front of his path. Walking carefully, he aimed the light upward. Directly in front of him was a thick row of pines and underbrush. He proceeded up a slight incline, pushing aside tree branches, stepping over brush.
Once he was on the other side of the trees, in front of him was a huge opening in the side of the hill, hiding nothing but darkness. The light from his flashlight barely penetrated the opening.
He walked farther into Conza cave, stepping over and around large rocks, avoiding puddles of water. The depth and size of the cave gave added protection for storing the canisters and weapons, and for hiding the Americans.
He heard footsteps coming toward him, the light from a flashlight growing brighter, leading the way for the two bodyguards. They stepped closer, waiting for any instructions.
“Go start unloading the truck. Put the containers at the back of the cave. When the Americans come, be sure you position them directly next to the containers. One of you will stand guard over them, the other post yourself near the entrance. Keep an eye on the others as they unload the remaining trucks.” Both bodyguards just nodded, then left. They were men of few words.
Castalani slowly followed them. Making one last 360 degree visual inspection within the small confines of the flashlight, he started backing out of the cave. As he stepped through the trees, he saw headlights in the distance.
Conti was in the bed of the truck. He folded the tarp back, exposing the canisters. Shining a flashlight, he continued looking for kerosene lamps. He kicked the tarp into a corner, re-covering one of the steel canisters. Backing up against the wooden slats of the truck, he made sure he gave both bodyguards enough space to remove the remaining canisters.
When Castalani came near, Conti leaned over the side. “Will you be staying until everyone has arrived?”
“No, only until this one is unloaded. Once it is, I’ll take the car, then you leave with this truck. Those two,” he said pointing to the bodyguards, “know what to do.”
“How many others will be staying?”
“Bruno will decide who stays with him, but tell him no more than a total of six.”
“How long until you return?” Conti asked as he returned to his search.
“I should be back tomorrow, perhaps close to sunset.”
“Ah,” Conti said, holding up two lamps.
“Get one lamp into the cave.” Castalani looked again toward the oncoming vehicle as its lights got brighter. “That’s Bruno. His truck must be unloaded as quickly as possible.”
Conti lit a match, then touched the wick of the lamp before handing it to Castalani. Wanting to verify all information, Conti asked, “Do you want us to take the trucks to our homes or do you have another location?”
“Take them to my warehouse on the docks. The guards there have been informed. Now, take the lamp and stay by the trees. Get some light up there.”
Conti raised the lamp, trying to illuminate his path. Just then another rumble beneath his feet brought him to a dead stop. His body rocked from side to side, as he tried to maintain his balance.
Castalani was growing tired of Conti’s fear, especially for a man who had experienced volcanic eruptions and earthquakes throughout his life. The added pressure of the attack and knowing what was in the containers had undoubtedly jarred his nerves.
“You stop this foolishness, do you hear me?!” Castalani shouted. He had enough to worry about and only hoped he didn’t have to be concerned about any of the others. He turned his attention to the oncoming truck.

Chapter 13

Road to Conza Cave
Driving in complete darkness, constantly having to navigate hairpin turns, unsure of the accuracy of the map he was holding and of the directions given by the Italian, Grant was beginning to feel less comfortable. He scooted toward the edge of the seat, looking up through the windshield, hoping to get a bearing from the stars, but there was nothing visible, just complete cloud coverage.
Adler saw him out of the corner of his eye. “What’re you thinking?”
“Think we might need to call Grigori. Flash your lights for Vince, then start slowing down.”
Russo was keeping one eye on the driver, the other on the road, when he saw the headlights. Immediately, he said to the driver, “Alto!” Motioning with his hand, he indicated for the driver to pull off to the side of the road.
Once they had stopped, Grant said to Adler, “Joe, go tell them why we’re stopping while I call Grigori.” Adler jumped out and jogged to the truck.
Grant picked up the radio. “Come in Doug. Over.”
“Doug here. Over.”
“Get Grigori.”
A second later, Grant heard the familiar voice. “Moshenko.”
“Grigori, need you to fly. Try to find that caravan. You have the destination. Contact me when you do. Copy?”
“Copy. We are on our way.”
Grant put the radio on the seat just as Adler got in the truck. “We good?” Adler asked.
Grant just nodded, then threw the map on the seat. “Enough of this shit. Think I need to pay a visit to that driver.” He reached down and pulled the razor sharp K-bar from his leg strap then jumped out of the truck.
Adler leaned out the open window and called, “You gonna pull an ‘Otto Neuss’?” Adler referred to an East German involved in one of their past missions.
Grant flashed a quick grin through the windshield. He stopped briefly by the bed of the front truck. “You fellas doing okay?”
The SEALs stood at the same time, looking over the side. Moore answered for them. “We’re good. What’s goin’ on?”
“Need to take care of some business with our Italian friend.” Grant continued walking around to the driver’s side. He yanked open the door, grabbed the startled man by the collar and jerked him from the truck. “Vince! Let’s go!”
Half pulling, half dragging the Italian, Grant took him to the opposite side of the road, then down the embankment, into the darkness. Jerking the man down to his knees, Grant pressed the knife against the jugular. “Vince, translate. Tell him no more games. I want accurate directions now.”
Russo stood in front of the Italian, talking quickly and angrily. Getting a shaky response from the man, Russo said to Grant, “He said he’s being truthful.”
Just then Grant heard the sound of a chopper. “Perfect timing, my friend,” he said under his breath, looking up and seeing red blinking lights.
He jerked the man’s head back and pointed overhead with the knife. “Okay, Vince, now tell him this: If I don’t think he’s telling the truth, I’m calling in my friend in that chopper and we’ll go for a little ride. Only it’s just going to be one way for him. I don’t think he’ll like what I’ve got in mind.”
Russo rattled off Grant’s words. The Italian grabbed hold of Grant’s leg, pleading for his life.
“Well?” Grant asked.
“Says he swears on the Virgin Mother and his mother and his grandmother that he’s taking us to the right place.”
“Where does Falcone live?” Russo looked at Grant with surprise. “Ask him, Vince.”
The Italian’s voice trembled as he answered. Russo slung his rifle strap over his shoulder and said, “He lives in a villa above Palermo, and Falcone spends a lot of time down near the docks, running his operation from a warehouse on Via Cristoforo Colombo.”
“Last question. Who’s the group leader? What’s his name?” As the man responded, Grant caught the name “Castalani.” He immediately pulled the man up, handing him off to Russo. “Let’s go.”
“Get what you wanted, sir?” asked Moore, as he leaned over the side. Grant gave a thumb’s up.
Adler was leaning against the truck door. He pushed his hat back off his forehead with his thumb. “I take it the G2 went well.”
“The gentleman was more than willing to verify the information requested,” Grant responded as he walked around the front of the truck.
“Yeah, I’ll bet he was! You do have a powerful means of persuasion!”
They both got in the truck, with the doors slamming simultaneously, just as the radio sounded. Grant reached for it. “Stevens.”
“Doug here.”
“Any luck?”
“Affirmative. At this point, we only see two sets of headlights, heading west northwest, traveling about ten minutes apart. There were another two headed in the opposite direction.”
“They probably made their drop. Give me the coordinates.” Grant jotted them down then he picked up the map. “You flew over us less than ten minutes ago.”
“We thought those were your lights.”
“How far do you think we are from them?”
“Maybe five, six miles max.”
“Roger. We’re on our way. Tell Grigori to head back. Will contact him if needed. Out.”
“Guess our Italian friend was telling the truth,” Adler commented, as he pulled back onto the road.
“Looks that way.”
“I know there’s a ‘but’ in there somewhere,” Adler said. “You gonna tell me?”
“Don’t know what to do about the missing agent, Joe. I mean, we can’t just forget about him.”
“Skipper, you know we’ve got to find those canisters first.”
“Yeah, but if Falcone’s got him, how much time do you think he’s got? Or if he’s still alive.”
“You can’t be certain Falcone did anything to him, right?”
“I know, I know. But he was walking into a bitchin’ situation, having to confront Falcone with possible news about a rebel group working within his own organization. And he’s CIA, Joe. Don’t think Mafia man’s going to appreciate that.”
Adler kept his eyes on the curving road and the red taillights ahead of him as he said, “Yeah, but you’d think Falcone would want to know, so he could take care of the situation his own way.”
“We don’t know one damn thing about that guy Falcone, or how he thinks, or what he’s capable of.”
“Well, Skipper, like you said, he’s Mafia.”
Grant rested his head against the back window, rubbing a hand back and forth across his forehead. “How much farther do we have to go?”
“You’ve got the map.”
“Oh, yeah.” Grant picked up the map and turned on the penlight. “We’ve gotta be getting close. Dammit! Why the hell aren’t there any kind of landmarks on this road? Okay, according to Taylor’s coordinates, we should be right about here,” he pointed on the map.
Brake lights on the truck in front of them went on. “We’re slowing down, Skipper.”
“Feels like we’re crawling, Joe. We’ve gotta be real close to a turnoff. Flash those lights. Make Russo stop.”
Grant jumped out, jogging to Russo’s side of the truck. “Vince, how close to turning off?”
“We’re looking for something on the left side of the road. There’re some rocks in the shape of an upside down V, pointing to the route.”
“Follow me,” Grant said, drawing out his penlight. He walked down the left side of the road, with both trucks following slowly behind him. After about thirty feet he stopped, holding up his arm. He turned in the direction the rocks were pointing, shining the small light on flattened grass, and distinct tire tracks. He waved the trucks toward him.
Standing next to Russo, he said, “Looks like this is it. Do we know how far we need to go?”
Russo asked the driver. “About two kilometers.”
“Okay. You take over the driving while our friend gets in the back. Tell him, Vince.” Russo translated the order as Grant was pulling open the driver’s door. The Italian didn’t hesitate in jumping out. Grant grabbed the back of his jacket, practically lifting the man off the ground, as he said to Russo, “I’m putting Cranston up here with you with NVG’s. Stay in the lead, but be careful. Keep your eyes open. We’ll stay close.” Russo nodded. “Kill the headlights before turning in. Give me a minute with the team.”
Holding onto the Italian’s jacket, he walked to the back. “Take him, Ray.”
Moore took hold of the Italian and pulled him up, dropping him on the wooden floorboards. Lewis grabbed him and dragged him forward.
Moore asked, “Ready to get this finished, sir?”
“Roger that.” He shifted his eyes to Cranston. “Paul, I want you to take NVG’s and a scope and get up front with Vince. We’ll be traveling in the dark for the next couple of kilometers. Hand me those,” Grant said reaching for the NVGs. “We’re going to have to play this last part by ear, men. Don’t know who or how many may be waiting up there. Got your weapons handy?”
The team answered in unison, “Yes, sir!”
As Grant was getting into the cab, he looked over his shoulder, seeing the volcano still spewing fire. “Let’s move, Joe.”
Adler flashed his lights, then turned them off and both trucks started moving. Just then the radio sounded. “Stevens.”
“Doug here.”
“Speak.”
“They found the agent.”
Grant gave a sigh of relief. “Is he okay?” There was a pause. “Doug?”
“No. They found him in a car at the bottom of a cliff.”
Grant moved the radio away from his ear. “Oh, Christ.”
Adler shot him a glance, not liking Grant’s response.
“Any evidence of foul play?”
“No one’s saying. They think he was on his way to Palermo airport, heading back to Naples.”
“Who notified you?”
“Admiral Torrinson called AFN.”
“Okay. Listen, contact Jack Edwards in Naples. Send him our condolences. Tell him we’ll help if we can.”
“Roger.”
Grant disconnected before turning to Adler. “Agent Fierra was found… dead.”
“Oh, shit.” After a moment of silence, Adler asked, “What happened? Anything suspicious?”
Grant was shaking his head. “His car was found at the bottom of a cliff.”
All Adler could say was, “Poor bastard.”
They sat in silence briefly before Adler spoke. “Whadda we do now?” He turned his head, seeing the look he was all too familiar with. The tightening of the square jaw, the mashing down on the teeth.
“Now? We finish shit, Joe. This is where we finish!”

Chapter 14

Grotta Mazzamuto
The higher they traveled into the nature reserve, the cooler the air became. A slight western breeze carried on it the pungent smell of wild mushrooms, and a strong scent of pine.
The path the two trucks were following was treacherous, but they weren’t doing anything different from the caravan that passed through here ahead of them. They just had to take it slow.
As they approached a slight bend in the path, the iridescent eyes of a red fox glared at them, as the animal tried to stay hidden in the tall grass, with a small rodent hanging from its mouth. The truck’s tires ran over a small branch, cracking it in half, causing the fox to scurry across the road.
Cranston and Grant were hardly distracted, and using the NVGs, kept focusing on the beaten path, trying to avoid any hazards. The rest of the team strained their eyes, trying to look through the darkness, seeing only dark forms of trees and hills.
The brake lights on Russo’s truck lit up. Adler was just starting to slow down, when Grant was already out the door. He ran to Russo. “What?”
“According to the mileage, what we’re looking for is about a hundred yards ahead, to the right.”
“And that would be?”
“The Italian,” Russo said pointing over his shoulder, “said it’s called Conza cave.”
Adler put the truck in neutral and pulled the hand brake. He jumped out, then mustered alongside Grant. “What’s goin’ on?”
“Give me a minute, guys.” Grant turned away, trying to think out his next course of action. Walking back and forth next to the truck, he finally stopped and said, “Think we’ll use the ‘herd the cattle out of the pen’ maneuver. Craig, it’ll be up to you to determine about how many Italians are in the cave, then report back. Get the shotgun mike; make it quick.” Simpson dragged the rucksack close, pulled out the mike, then took off.
“When Craig gets back, Ray and I’ll go position ourselves outside the cave. Give us ten minutes. Vince, then you start driving — slowly — on my signal. Copy?”
“Copy that. Lights on?”
“Affirmative. And if the rest of the trail is anything like what we just drove over, it’s gonna be a bitch, so be careful. I want to get all or most of those bastards outside the cave. Do what you’ve been doing. They talk, you answer. You’ve gotta make them believe you’re in charge of the ‘prisoners’ but you need help escorting them into the cave. Got it?” Russo nodded.
Adler looked at Grant questioningly. “Can I see you for a minute over there?” Grant followed him to the other side of the truck, then Adler said, “Let me get this straight. You wantme to stay with the truck?”
“You heard me right. I need you to man the radio in case it turns to shit up there. It’ll be up to you to contact Grigori.”
“But, Skipper… ”
“Joe, listen to me. Officially, you’re not part of the team on this one. You understand?”
Under his breath Adler mumbled, “Doesn’t sound like an official order to me.”
Grant knew it was hopeless and just turned to Moore. “Ray, give me one of those.” Grant took off his jacket, attached the small battery to his waistband, adjusted the dangling antenna, then ran the wire up a sleeve before inserting the earpiece in his right ear. He nodded to Moore who spoke quietly into his throat mike, testing the equipment. Putting his jacket back on Grant confirmed, “Okay, Ray. You got the C4?” He had to be prepared, but the explosive would be a last resort, and only after the canisters were safely stowed… unless they had to seal off the cave, canisters and all.
“C4, det cord, pencils,” Moore responded, holding up a rucksack.
C4’s color and substance resembles white modeling clay. Det cord, burning at twenty-five thousand feet a second, can be used to connect multiple blocks of C4. The explosive could be formed to almost any shape, then exploded with something like a blasting cap or chemical pencil. The three inch chemical pencil contains a one inch ampoule of acetone, that when crimped allows the acetone to eat away a plastic washer holding back a striker under spring tension. When the washer erodes, the spring drives the striker into the explosive detonator, setting off the device.
Grant took the M16 being held by Womack, put the extra rounds into his chest vest and double checked the clips for his .45.
“What do you want the men to do with him?” Moore asked as he pointed over his shoulder to the Italian.
Grant eyed the surrounding area. “Gag and hogtie him to that tree over there,” he said pointing beyond some thick brush. “Maybe we’ll pick him up on our way out.”
Adler stepped aside as Simpson and Womack pulled the Italian from the truck. “One last time. You sure you want me to stay here?” he asked Grant.
“You’re the only one who can inspect those canisters and determine what needs to be done.”
Adler nodded begrudgingly. “And you’ll contact me as soon as it’s clear, right?”
Grant punched him in the shoulder as he walked by, taking a few steps down the path, keeping an eye out for Simpson. He brought his arm close, trying to see his watch.
Adler motioned with his head. “Here he comes.”
Simpson didn’t wait for Grant to ask. “Tough, sir. That damn cave’s pretty deep, and the entrance is covered by trees and brush. But I’d say there’s at least five of ‘em in there. There was some kinda light behind the trees; may have been a guard.”
“Okay, Craig. That’ll have to be good enough.” He checked his rifle, then said, “Everybody knows what has to be done, and we’ve gotta get it done before daybreak. Come on, Ray.”
* * *
Grant and Moore, with their rifles locked and loaded, moved quickly down the left side of the road. They had gone about fifty yards when they noticed some kind of dim light up ahead, the glare being filtered through trees.
Grant put his hand out, motioning for Moore to slow down. “Gotta be the entrance. Let’s go.”
Moving farther off the path, taking cover behind some brush, they crouched down, continuing to move forward, keeping their eyes focused on the light that seemed to be moving, until they were directly opposite it. Finally, they were able to see a large, barrel-chested man pushing aside tree branches, holding a lighted lamp high overhead.
Grant and Moore stopped dead in their tracks as the man walked within thirty feet of their position. They could smell tobacco smoke as he took a deep, final drag, then flicked the butt close to where they were hiding. They figured he was watching for the trucks.
With one last look, the man turned, went back up the incline and disappeared behind the tree branches. The light slowly dimmed until there was only darkness.
Grant spoke softly. “He’s in the cave. We’ve gotta get closer.” He motioned for Moore to take the right side. They took off simultaneously, running to take their positions on either side of the cave entrance.
Grant rushed up to the edge of the cave, pressing himself against the rock, gradually squatting down and inching his way to get behind large, moss-covered rocks. Moore was taking his position opposite him, about twenty-five feet away. Grant turned his back from the cave entrance, pulled his penlight from his pocket, shining the tiny light on his watch. There were still a couple of minutes. He held up two fingers for Moore.
He scooted closer to the edge of his hiding place, then looked around the corner. A pungent dampness and cigarette smoke immediately hit his senses. The floor of the cave, from what he could see, was nothing but rocks, puddles of water, and some kind of brush. He tried focusing on what he could only assume was a curve to the left in the rock, then beyond that was probably the very back of the cave. A flickering, dim light reflected on the walls.
Grant eased himself backward, hearing occasional, muffled laughter echoing within the cave. Just as he was about to look at his watch, he heard truck engines and saw headlights. Moore signaled a thumb’s up. Both of them crept farther back, seeing a light inside the cave getting brighter, knowing someone was heading toward them.
Grant brought his rifle in front of his body, with his index finger in position, ready to let all hell break loose if necessary.

Chapter 15

Conza Cave
Giovanni Bruno held a lamp as he walked in front of the munitions lined up against the cave wall. Leary of the steel containers grouped together, he stepped to the opposite side of the cave. Castalani hadn’t given specific information on what was hidden inside the containers, but Bruno had enough smarts to know it was something very dangerous.
He heard footsteps. Amara walked toward him, then put the lamp on the ground before lighting up another cigarette.
Bruno slapped the cigarette out of his hand, shouting, “Idiot!” He crushed the cigarette with the heel of his shoe, before asking, “Anything yet? Did you see or hear the trucks?”
“Nothing.”
Bruno started pacing, knowing the last trucks with the prisoners were overdue. Almost a bigger problem was he didn’t have a way to track them even if he wanted to. All the other vehicles had been driven to Palermo.
Castalani’s bodyguards, Gallo and Luca, leaned against a protruding rock formation with their Uzis slung over their shoulders, just watching Bruno. Within a minute, they all heard the sound of engines. What no one heard was Bruno’s sigh of relief.
As they reached the point in the cave where it curved around, he said to Amara, “You stay here; keep this section lighted. Piscaro, you come with us.”
Bruno held the lamp high overhead, as they all maneuvered around obstacles in their path, making their way through the cave, finally able to see headlights filtering through the tree line. One of the driver’s turned the truck so the lights were shining toward the cave.
Grant saw the glow from a lamp and heard footsteps drawing closer. He motioned with his hand for Moore to back up. Both of them stepped back, pressing themselves against the rock formation. He gave a brief smile inwardly, silently complimenting Russo on shining the headlights toward the oncoming Italians, making it more difficult for them to see into the truck. But daylight was approaching, with a mere hint of sunshine already on the distant horizon. Four men walked out of the cave. Grant remembered Simpson had said he heard at least five voices.
Still staying behind the trees, Bruno shouted at the men driving the trucks, waving them toward him. “Hey! Andiamo! Get those Americani in here!”
“We need some help!” Russo shouted back. “Give us a hand!”
Bruno led the way through the trees, stopping just outside the tree line. “The three of you go,” he said, waving his hand forward, trying to hold the lamp higher.
Once the Italians were past the trees, Grant moved closer to the entrance, seeing Moore staring at him, waiting for orders. Grant pointed at him, then pointed to the cave. Moore held a thumb up, looked toward the tree line, then edged his way closer to the entrance before reaching for his knife. Looking at Grant one more time, he saw Grant’s final nod. He rounded the corner and disappeared into the cave.
Grant continued creeping closer to the trees. His timing would have to be perfect.

Chapter 16

Stradale Bellolampo, Palermo
0700 hours
Light from the early morning sun slowly broke through a thin layer of clouds and volcano smoke drifting across the horizon. Luigi Castalani was asleep, slouched down behind the steering wheel, with his head resting against the seat. He began to stir as he felt the warm light against his eyelids. Finally, his brain kicked in, and bolting upright, he grabbed hold of the steering wheel and shook his head.
He opened the door and got out. By the time he had arrived in Palermo, it was way beyond a reasonable time to see Falcone. He decided to pull off the road and call it a night.
He walked around to the front of the car, looking north along the route of Stradale Bellolampo, looking up to the villa perched on top of a hill, to the villa of Pino Falcone.
Castalani had dreams beyond becoming part of the higher echelon of the Falcone organization. His dreams included the villa he was looking at. He glanced at his watch. “It is time.” Getting back into the car, he started the engine then pulled onto the blacktop.
Fifteen minutes later he drove up to the eight-foot high, wrought-iron security gate leading to the main house. A guard, wearing casual workman’s clothes consisting of dark pants, black sweater, jacket, and cap, came to the gate. As he leaned toward the gate, his jacket fell open, revealing a holstered pistol.
Castalani rolled down his window and stuck his head out. “I’m Luigi Castalani. I’d like to see Don Falcone.” Castalani didn’t recognize this guard, but it was a habit of Falcone’s to give his bodyguard’s different assignments around the property.
Without a response, the man went to a small guardhouse near the end of the fence, and used an intercom to announce Castalani’s arrival. Returning to the gate, he unlocked it, swung it outward, then waved Castalani through.
The single lane driveway was nearly three hundred yards long, lined on both sides with tall, graceful Italian cypress. Beyond the cypress and off to the right was a grove of cork trees. Each tree can be harvested twelve times during its lifetime, with all the work being done by hand using a small axe.
Castalani enviously thought about the extra income Falcone was making off this grove of trees.
At the end of the drive, the view opened up. Falcone’s two-story home was built entirely of concrete and finished with stucco, painted in the popular Italian color of burnt orange. The house was positioned at the very top of the hill, allowing him a three hundred sixty degree view, with his favorite view overlooking the beautiful blue Tyrrhenian Sea and the Golfo di Palermo, the location of his warehouse.
Castalani turned off the main driveway, and followed a secondary drive that curved in front of the house. He brought the car to a stop under a portico supported by two large, marble pillars, fashioned from stone originally cut from the quarry in Carrara. Michelangelo selected blocks of marble from this quarry to fashion many of his works of art.
After parking the car in front of the main entrance, Castalani got out, and stood momentarily in deep thought, imagining his upcoming conversation with Falcone. Finally, he walked toward the house and climbed three black marble steps. Standing in front of the wooden, hand-carved, double front doors, he started to reach for the doorbell, when one of Falcone’s bodyguards opened it partially.
Castalani removed his cap. “I would like to speak to Don Falcone.”
Without responding, the bodyguard motioned for him to enter, allowing Castalani entry into the massive, opulent-designed hallway. The floors were covered with white, Travertine marble, the shiniest he’d ever seen. As he followed the man further down the hallway, he glanced overhead at the twenty-five foot tall ceiling, and hanging directly above him was one of the biggest chandeliers he’d ever seen, made entirely of Murano glass. Murano is a small island off Venice known for its spectacular, hand-blown, expensive glassware.
A maid stepped out of a room that appeared to be a small library. She was carrying a whisk broom and dustpan that had shards of glass in it. Castalani glanced beyond the door, noticing broken glass scattered around the furniture. The earthquake did some damage here, too. He remembered his trip from the cave and the number of times he had to drive around rocks and fallen trees.
He followed the bodyguard as he turned left into another short hallway. Both sides were lined with original, expensive artwork. Castalani thought that none of these were quite his taste. All would have to be removed. At the end of the hall was an expansive dining room, probably measuring thirty by forty with floor to ceiling windows along the north and south walls. Falcone had a large family and the long, rectangular chestnut table in the center could accommodate at least thirty.
Sitting at the far end was Pino Falcone, wearing a dark blue silk robe. His thick gray hair was combed neatly and he was clean shaven. A housekeeper stepped near him and began putting his breakfast dishes on a large, wooden tray.
Falcone folded the morning edition of the Italian newspaper La Reppublica and placed it on the edge of the table. He selected a ripe, red pear from the fruit bowl then picked up a small paring knife.
The bodyguard stopped Castalani from proceeding further until he got a nod from his boss. Only then was Castalani allowed to approach.
“Buon giorno, Don Falcone,” Castalani respectfully said.
Falcone finally motioned with the knife, pointing to a chair, for Castalani to sit.
Still showing respect, Castalani chose to sit two seats away and slid an ornate, high-backed wooden chair across the floor. He sat stiffly, unable to relax. Silently, he chastised himself for acting like a weakling in front of Falcone, but he had to continue the charade. What he failed to think about was that no one questioned his arrival, his visit. None of the bodyguards had, and so far neither had Falcone.
Falcone cut a thin slice of pear. Using the tip of the knife, he jabbed it into the fruit, pulling the piece off with his teeth. He looked at Castalani through eyes that gave nothing away, eyes reflecting no emotion whatsoever. When he finished chewing and had swallowed the fruit, he finally asked, “What brings you here this morning, Luigi?”
Castalani moved closer to the edge of his seat, resting a forearm on the table. “I have succeeded in finding weaponry that will bring us… you more money, more power, and more recognition, Don Falcone.”
Falcone put the last half of pear on a small dish in front of him. He wiped his mouth with a gold cloth napkin, then dropped it on the table. Pushing his chair away from the table, he slowly stood, then turned away and walked to a large, plate glass window. “Come, Luigi. Join me.”
Castalani felt more relieved, if only because of the tone of Falcone’s voice. He stepped next to the man who controlled all of Palermo and beyond.
Continuing to look out across his property and to the sea, Falcone said, “Now tell me, Luigi, what is this weaponry you have and from where was it obtained?”
Castalani took his time and named each piece of weaponry, leaving the most important for last. “I have stored six canisters that contain the nerve gas Sarin.”
Falcone slid his hands into his robe’s pockets. “And you stole these from…?”
Castalani hesitated in telling Falcone the truth, but quickly reasoned it would be better not to lie. “From the American compound, located southwest of Catania. The weaponry isn’t American, Don Falcone, but German made. When Germany invaded our island, they constructed an underground tunnel, storing munitions, expecting to use them during the war.”
“And have you planned on how to use these… these things, these canisters?”
Castalani was beginning to feel elated. “Don’t you see, Don Falcone, there may be no need to actually use them.” He turned and faced Falcone, spreading his hands out in front of him. “All that needs to be done is to let it be known that we have the gas. Just the intimation alone should get us… get you whatever you demand.”
“Let me ask you something, Luigi. Whoever it is we threaten, what do you propose be done if they refuse to give in?”
“Why, use the gas, of course. We would not back down, or show weakness as we have in the past.”
Castalani referred to how Italy was perceived during and after World War II.
“You do not think there would be any retaliation against us?”
“Not as long as we had more of the gas, Don Falcone. No one has any idea on how much we have in our possession.”
Falcone couldn’t believe that statement. How could Castalani not think the Americans were aware of exactly what and how much was taken? Castalani would not be advancing within the organization. He was a fool. His intelligence was lower than the sheep grazing in the field.
Falcone turned away and walked back to the table, picking up a crystal glass filled with water. He took a sip, then took the glass with him as he went near Castalani again, not looking at the man when he asked, “And Luigi, when did you intend to tell me about ‘La Mano del Diavolo’?” That’s when he stepped in front of Castalani, nearly toe to toe with him, with his dark eyes seeming to penetrate right through to Castalani’s soul.
Castalani’s face drained of all color, as he tried to explain. “That is how I was able to accomplish what I did, Don Falcone. Without my group, there would not have been success.”
“Hmm. Your group was put together behind my back, Luigi. And let me ask you this. Exactly where did you get the weapons you needed for this group?” Castalani’s mouth went completely dry, but before he regained any sort of composure, Falcone asked another question. “Do you have any idea who came to visit me, Luigi?” Castalani shook his head, then jumped when Falcone’s voice boomed in his face. “The CIA! I had a visit from an Agent Fierra! He specifically came here from the American Embassy in Naples to tell me about you and your group! Why did it have to be him to bring me the news, Luigi?” Letting that sink into Castalani’s brain, Falcone added, “I did not tell the agent that I already knew of your group.” Falcone paused briefly before asking, “Are you going to explain to me why you went behind my back?”
Castalani’s eyes were burning from the sweat dripping into them. There wasn’t any way he was going to be able to bluff his way out of this. “I am sorry, Don Falcone. I just thought I would take the initiative, to show you I was able to think for myself, to come up with a way to help you and the Family. I’m sorry for offending you, Don Falcone.” Castalani bent low as if in respect, when, in fact, he couldn’t look Falcone in the eye… he didn’t want to look Falcone in the eye.
Falcone mulled over his options. He touched Castalani on the shoulder. “Luigi, your Uncle Francesco has been with me a long time, and he has been loyal all those years. He is a man I respect and trust. You will need to regain my trust. Do you understand?”
Castalani inhaled deeply, almost choking on the air going down his throat. “Yes, Don Falcone.”
Falcone glanced at his gold watch. This twenty minute meeting had lasted long enough. He put a hand on Castalani’s back. “Luigi, I want you to go to my warehouse. You will need to give me more details about these weapons you have and where you have stored them. I have another meeting scheduled this morning, then I’ll meet you before noon. Perhaps I can invite your uncle to join us.” He waved for his bodyguard. “Escort Signore Castalani to his car.”
Falcone watched Castalani drive away, then he went to his phone.
As Castalani drove toward the security gate, he thought about Falcone’s words, about his attempt to “sweet talk” him, to try to hide his total contempt for what he, Castalani, had done.
Once through the gate, Castalani stepped on the gas, determined to get to Conza cave immediately, to his men, to the weapons and containers stockpiled there. A new plan had just evolved.

Chapter 17

Conza Cave
Light from the lamp filtered through the lower branches. Grant could see that the Italian had set it on the ground. Easing his body through the prickly branches, he saw someone not more than six feet away from him, pacing back and forth. The other three men were approaching the truck that had carried the team.
Russo opened the driver side door and leaned out, shouting, “Andiamo! Andiamo!”
Bruno’s concentration was totally focused on the truck. All he wanted to do was just get the damn Americans into the cave. He was completely unaware of the danger lurking behind him.
Grant was within arm’s reach of him, waiting for his moment. Keeping his eyes glued to his victim’s back, Grant heard some commotion near the truck. Bruno took a half step forward when Grant threw an arm around his neck, his forearm pressing against the throat, cutting off oxygen, his other hand pressing the back of the head forward. Bruno’s body started sagging but Grant wouldn’t let go, wouldn’t relieve the pressure he was forcing against the throat.
With Grant and his victim literally “in the spotlight” from headlights shining on them, and visible to the team, the Americans had their chance.
Russo jumped from the cab, raised his Uzi and shouted in Italian, “Drop your weapons! Hands up! Hands up!”
Grant anticipated what was about to happen and dropped to the ground, dragging the body down, using it as a shield.
The three Italians stopped in their tracks, initially confused. But Gallo and Luca reacted like the robots they were, quickly sliding their Uzis off their shoulders. The team in the back of the truck opened up with their weapons. Bullets from the Italians’ guns sprayed across the front of the truck then into the air as the two men fell back, hitting the ground solidly. Conti fired his weapon as he spun around in pain, falling to the ground, unconscious. Grant heard the stray bullets impacting against the stone wall behind him.
“It’s me, sir,” Moore said, warning Grant before stepping out from behind the trees. He reached for Grant’s outstretched hand, pulling him from under Bruno’s lifeless body.
Grant shouted, “Everybody else okay?”
“Affirmative!” Russo shouted back. “A bullet grazed Paul’s arm, but he said he’s okay.” He got out of the cab and ran over to Conti, kicking away the man’s weapon. “Got a live one here, but probably not for long. He caught a couple bullets in his chest and thigh. Looks like an artery’s been hit.”
The rest of the men cautiously approached the two bulky forms laying in front of the truck. Dark patches of red started soaking their clothes. Cranston and Womack knelt next to each man, checking the carotid arteries for a pulse. Cranston reported, “Two dead.”
Walking up the incline, Adler said, “Time for me to do my thing.”
“Go,” Grant responded, giving a quick smile, thinking it was one of the only times Adler actually followed his orders. Then he turned to Moore. “What’s your body count in the cave?”
“Just one. Have to tell you, there’s a shit-load of stuff in there,” he indicated with a thumb over his shoulder.
“Gotta be thankful, though, Ray.”
“How so, sir?”
“Well, guess none of that gas is leaking, right?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah! Roger that, sir. Roger that!”
Grant looked around. “Jesus! More bodies.” He wasn’t about to transport them back to AFN. He shouted and pointed toward the trucks, “Get those bodies in the cave!” He started walking down the incline, standing over the Italian on the ground. “How’s he doin’?”
Russo knelt, checked for a pulse, then looked up at Grant, shaking his head.
Under his breath, Grant said, “And we’ve still got the one tied up.” He took off his hat, rubbed a hand over his head, then turned back up the hill, slapping his hat against his thigh.
Adler was kneeling next to the mortars when Grant walked in and asked, “Can you safe this stuff while we’re here?” He looked around in almost disbelief at what had been stolen from AFN.
Adler got up and pushed his hat back with a thumb. “Not if you want to get out of here today.”
Moore came near them, with the rest of the team following close. “We’ve got some bad news.”
“Speak,” Grant said.
“That gunfire killed the engine on one of the trucks.”
Grant sucked in a lungful of air as he dropped his head back. “Shit!” Settling his eyes back on Moore, he asked, “Tell me it can at least be towed outta here.”
Moore shook his head. “Not with pancaked tires.”
Grant rubbed a hand across his face in total frustration. “How the hell are we gonna get this stuff outta here?” He started pacing back and forth, trying to rub the knot out of his neck. He hesitated only briefly before he answered himself. “We aren’t gonna get this stuff out of here.”
Adler stepped next to him and started to speak. “We… ”
“Joe, do you think those canisters are safe to move?”
“I took a quick look under the tarp, but haven’t checked them yet. But since they made it all the way from AFN, and we’re still breathing, so I’d have to say, yeah. Whatcha got in mind?”
Even though he believed Adler’s assessment, Grant hated the thought of possibly exposing his men to the shit in the canisters. But he didn’t think there was any other way. Torrinson was expecting all of it to be brought back.
“Ray, have somebody bring the rucksack to Joe, then you and the others start loading the canisters — carefully!”
“Aye, sir.” Moore pointed to Womack, who immediately took off running.
Grant and Adler stepped aside as the SEALs started ferrying out the canisters. Grant put an arm out, stopping Cranston as he walked by after seeing blood on the petty officer’s sleeve. “You sure you’re okay, Paul?”
“Yes, sir. It’s nothing serious.”
“Yeah, well, just in case… Ray, take care of it, will you?”
Grant brought his attention back to the cave and looked overhead and at the sides of the rock formation. “What do you think, Joe? Think we can limit the explosion to this end?”
Adler walked toward the outcropping where the back of the cave curved behind it, then gave a quick assessment. “Think this will shield a good portion of the blast. There’s enough distance between here and the entrance. Won’t be much of a cave after, though,” he smirked.
“Not our concern,” Grant replied, watching Womack bringing the requested explosives.
“Put them here by me, Ken,” Adler said.
Womack picked up the last canister and started to leave when Grant called, “Ken!”
Womack turned back. “Sir?”
“Get everything from the ‘dead’ truck. Make sure there’s enough room for our extra passenger that we’ve got hogtied.”
“Aye, sir.”
Grant walked back to the stash and pulled the pencil flares from the rucksack, sliding them into his left pocket. Just as he reached down to pick up a tarp the Italians had used, a more powerful, underground rumble, lasting longer than before, shook everyone and everything, making them set their legs apart, trying to keep their balance. Fine particles of dirt fell from the overhead. Stagnant water in the small puddles vibrated as the shaking continued. Even more disturbing was a small, jagged crack they noticed extending from beneath the back wall.
Adler shouted, “Maybe we won’t need those explosives, skipper!”
“Get started, Joe. I’m going to send the team on their way and call in for Grigori to get us the hell outta here!”
Gathering up the tarp, he took off running, shouting as he pushed through the trees. “Everybody! Get in the truck!” He tossed the tarp to Simpson and yelled, “Vince! Hand me the radio!” More rumbles underground shook the truck. “Grigori! Come in, Grigori!”
“Here, Grant!”
“Need pickup ASAP! You still got our coordinates?”
“Affirmative!”
“Bring Taylor! Look for my flares!”
“Departing now!”
Grant held onto the radio. “Gentlemen, get your asses outta here! Go straight to AFN. Let EOD handle that shit!” Grant just prayed he wasn’t making a mistake.
Moore jumped onto the running board on the passenger side, and looked over the roof. “You sure you want us to leave?”
“Get outta here! And don’t forget to pick up the passenger at the end of the road. Now, go!”
As he hustled back up the hill, he looked overhead. The sun was shining, the sky was blue, the mountain’s spewing fire, and the goddamn earth is shaking! Couldn’t be a more perfect day!
He yelled into the cave, “Joe, how ya doing?”
Adler’s voice echoed from the back of the cave, “Workin’ as fast as I can!”
“I’ve called Grigori! He’s on his way!” Grant shouted as he ran. He hooked the radio to his belt, then went to the rucksack and pulled out a block of C4 and wrap of det cord.
Adler was working at placing the C4 along the left side of the cave, then along the back wall behind the weaponry and munitions. Then, he started working in reverse, stringing the det cord, pushing it into the explosive, then sealing the C4 around it.
Grant was on the opposite side, going through the same motions, but he was working the overhead, stretching his arms high, pushing the C4 against the rock, then pushing in the det cord.
As he worked his hands on the present task, he couldn’t help picturing in his mind the number of times, the number of places, he and Adler had gone through this same process. How many times had buildings, tunnels, and even a Russian trawler been destroyed by their handiwork?
Adler’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Here are a few pencils. Put those in, then when we’re ready to haul, I’ll break ’em.”
0820 Hours
Just from the angle the truck was parked below the cave, Castalani had a feeling something was wrong, even though he was still a hundred yards from the cave itself. He stared through the windshield as he shut off the engine. Then, he got out, and quietly closed the door. Keeping his eyes focused on the truck, he slid his hand inside his wool jacket and drew out a Beretta from his leather shoulder holster.
Staying along the right side of the beaten path made by the caravan, he stepped along the flattened grass, quickly making his way toward the cave, straining to hear anything out of the ordinary, anything that would give him a heads up, but still hoping to hear familiar voices.
As he approached the truck, he stopped momentarily in front of a thicket of five foot high brush. Taking only one step at a time, he stayed close to the prickly branches, holding the gun in front of his chest.
From somewhere behind the tree line that covered the cave’s entrance, he thought he heard a voice but he wasn’t able to distinguish words being spoken.
Leaning into the thicket so he could get a better view of the truck, he finally got a glimpse of the damage. Bullet holes! Cautiously working his way down the passenger side, he stopped by what once were headlights, seeing glass strewn on the ground in front of the engine, noticing tires blown out. But it was the dark stain on the dirt just beyond the truck that caused the anxiety and made his hands sweat. The sight of blood never affected him; he’d seen more than his share. Who the blood belonged to was what worried him.
Looking up toward the tree line, he expected to see at least one of the guards. Not wanting to believe the hiding place had been compromised, or that anything happened to his men, he had no choice but to investigate.
* * *
Grant took a quick glance at his watch. “Grigori should be more than halfway here,” he commented as he inserted the last of four chemical pencils into the C4. The pencils had a five minute time delay once the ampoule was broken, giving them enough time to haul ass.
Adler closed one of the rucksacks and slung it over his shoulder. “I’m gonna take one of these out front. Is it time to light off one of those flares?”
“Let’s hold off until we’re cleaned up here, Joe. Unless Grigori has kicked that chopper into overdrive, we should be good.”
Adler disappeared around the corner of the outcropping. Grant knelt down and started putting the remaining det cord into the bag when he heard someone approaching. He called out, “Joe?”
Adler responded, “You need to move real careful, Skipper.”
Grant didn’t like the sound of that. He stood and slowly turned, seeing Adler coming toward him with his hands behind his head. A couple of paces behind Adler was someone holding a weapon. Grant’s first thought: Oh, fuck!
Whoever was holding the gun motioned for Grant to put his hands behind his head. Adler was given a rude shove forward. He stumbled but caught his balance, being careful not to stand too close to Grant, never knowing what his boss had in mind.
The stranger stepped forward, with his eyes finally catching sight of dead men… his dead men with bloodstained clothes. His dark eyes narrowed as he slowly looked up at the two men in front of him.
Grant stared straight into those eyes, trying to pull out information from his brain bank, trying to perform facial recognition. Cranston’s description crept into his brain. Average height, large body, half bald with hair around the sides, wearing dark jacket and pants. Description confirmed. Now all he needed was a name. It finally hit him. There was only one possibility, and he blurted out, “Castalani!”
Adler gave Grant a quick sideways glance then looked again at the Italian.
Castalani stepped forward, gave a quick nod, then asked, “Americani?”
Grant and Adler nodded at the same time, just as the earth started shaking again, only this time more violently. Larger pieces of overhead stones started falling. Castalani tried to maintain his balance as he glanced up, trying to shield his face with a hand.
Grant didn’t waste one second and lunged forward, ramming his head into the Italian’s chest, knocking the wind out of Castalani. Both of them hit the ground hard. Grant reared back, and with one powerful punch, struck Castalani on the side of his face, instantly putting his “lights” out.
Adler grabbed Grant’s arm, yanking him up. “We’d better get the hell outta here!”
Grant reached down, pulled Castalani up, and with a grunt, hoisted him over his shoulder, shouting to Adler, “Break those pencils!” Adler spun around, reached for the first pencil, snapped it, then reached for the next.
The rumbling noise from the earthquake grew louder, the shaking making it difficult to stand. Grant struggled to get out of the cave, what with carrying dead weight and trying to stay upright, he felt like a drunk.
He knew his timing was going to be close in setting the flare for Grigori. Daylight at the entrance was coming into view but he still had another thirty feet to go.
Adler came rushing up behind him. “Clock’s tickin’!”
Both of them were nearly out of breath when they hit the fresh air. Suddenly, there sounded what could only be described as a huge explosion. The upheaval in the earth threw them to the ground. Castalani’s limp body rolled into the trees. Picking themselves up, Grant and Adler ran to the body. Each of them grabbed an arm, then hauled it through the tree line.
They half ran, half stumbled down the incline until Grant yelled, “Hold it!” He looked up. “Chopper!” He pulled a flare from his pocket, set it off and waved it back and forth.
“Less than two minutes, Skipper! We may not make it between the quake and the explosion!”
Moshenko centered the chopper directly over Grant, taking the craft down as low as possible.
Taylor leaned out the door, swinging a rescue basket over the edge, lowering it as fast as the hydraulics would allow.
A large crack in the earth started opening from somewhere behind the cave, stretching itself through the interior, creating a jagged line, widening more and more as it broke through the tree line.
“Look!”Adler shouted. The left side of the truck starting leaning, both tires catching on the jagged edge.
Grant snapped his head around for a second before grabbing the basket it as soon as it was within reach. He held it steady as Adler rolled Castalani’s body into it.
“Get in, Joe!” Adler just looked at him. “Goddammit! I said get in!”
Reluctantly, Adler climbed in the basket, then stood over the Italian, with the body between his legs. He held onto the cables, looking at Grant signaling for Taylor to pull it up. The hydraulics whined. The additional weight put a strain on the winch.
Grant yelled up to Taylor, “Secure that rope and drop it… quick!” He jumped to grab the dangling rope, and wrapped it around his wrist, just as the explosion in the cave went off. He looked up, waving his hand. “Go! Go!”
Moshenko responded instantly from Taylor’s signal. Adler and Taylor leaned out, watching Grant hanging on, with his legs spread apart, trying to keep himself from spinning. Moshenko banked the chopper right, then flew level and steady.
Adler came rushing to the cockpit. “Colonel! Hold steady here. We’re gonna haul him up!”
“Yes, Joe!”
Together, Adler and Taylor grabbed the rope, and hand over hand, pulled Grant up until they were able to reach him, then they pulled him into the belly of the chopper.
Exhausted, Grant laid back on the deck with his eyes closed, trying to get his breathing under control, but his mind was still on the mission.
Moshenko shouted, “Joe!”
“We’re good, sir! He’s onboard!” Adler leaned over Grant. “You okay?”
Grant gave a thumb’s up then rubbed his right shoulder, knowing there was a strained muscle. “Head back to the compound, Joe.”
Adler went forward to Moshenko. “Colonel, take us back.” Moshenko nodded and headed south.
Leaning against a bulkhead opposite the three Americans, Castalani shook his head, trying to orient himself. He rubbed his jaw. The whole side of his face was swollen and red blood trickled from his lip and nose. His brain was feeling scrambled from the hard punch he’d taken. Now, he just looked around, not believing he was in a helo, having no idea where he was being taken.
Grant pushed himself up to a kneeling position. Holding onto the edge of the doorway, he looked back to where they’d just left, still able to see smoke from the explosion and what was left of a cave. Where once there had been nothing but trees, flora and probably small animals, as far as the eyes could see, there was now a total path of destruction. Growing up in California he’d experienced earthquakes during his younger years, but from his current position, the sight brought a whole new sense of Mother Nature’s wrath.
He brushed a hand over his head as he stood, then turned to see the Italian staring at him. There wasn’t any sense in trying to communicate. He’d wait until they were back at AFN and then depend on Russo. And right now, he didn’t give a shit about communicating.
Of course, there wasn’t much more the Italian could tell them considering his cache had been destroyed. Grant already had an idea on what his future plan for Castalani was going to be.
Adler was still sitting near the open door, with his back against the bulkhead. His green fatigues were torn and covered in dirt. Dust and small particles of dried mud fell from his hair as he rapidly rubbed a hand back and forth over his short hair.
Grant squatted down in front of him. “You're filthy,” he said with a grin. “Didn’t your mama ever teach you cleanliness?”
“Yeah, she did. But then I met you!”
“Point well taken,” Grant laughed. “I’m going up front with Grigori for a sec.”
Moshenko had his eyes focused on the horizon, then he glanced quickly at the gauges. His hand grasped the control stick, making minute adjustments. The steady sound of the rotors was like music to this Russian pilot’s ears.
“Nice work, Grigori!” Grant said, as he laid a hand on Moshenko’s shoulder. He ducked his head, then sat in the co-pilot’s seat. A picture flashed in his mind of the last time he found himself in one of these helo’s.
The KA-25 Moshenko was piloting had crashed into the Mediterranean from engine failure. Grant was on a dive team searching for a lost nuclear bomb off the coast of Spain. When the helo hit the water, so did Grant, swimming into the sinking aircraft, and cutting Moshenko out of a jammed seat harness.
“You are okay, my friend?” Moshenko asked, giving Grant a questioning stare.
Grant slouched in the seat, clasping his hands behind his head. “Aside from exhausted, starving, and aching all over? Then, yeah, I’m okay.”
“We should be back to your compound shortly where you will be able to rest and eat.”
“Still gotta do something with the Italian passenger.”
“And you have decided?”
Grant sat straighter, then turned sideways, resting his elbows on his knees. “Would you be willing to… ”
“You do not even have to ask,” Moshenko answered with all seriousness. Then he changed the subject. “Do you remember being in a cockpit similar to this under very different circumstances?”
“No way I’d ever forget, Grigori. One helluva friendship started that day.” Grant held up his hand with Moshenko’s thick hand immediately latching onto it.
Grant looked to the side, seeing Adler approaching, pointing out the windshield toward AFN. “There it is, straight ahead.”
“Home sweet home,” Grant mumbled.

Chapter 18

AFN Compound
With the chopper still one hundred feet above the ground, Grant yelled over the sound of the rotors, “Doug, grab that guy and hang onto him!”
Taylor grabbed Castalani’s jacket, pulled him up, then bending an arm behind his back, held it securely. Castalani winced, with fury building up inside him.
Grant and Adler stood by the open door, hanging onto the sides, looking down as the ground came at them, the rotating blades kicking up dirt beneath them.
At touchdown, Grant and Adler jumped out. Grant immediately cupped a hand around his mouth and yelled, “Ray, take care of this guy! Put him in there!” he ordered, pointing to the barracks. Moore grabbed Castalani’s arm and yanked him from the chopper, turning him over to Simpson and Russo.
As Grant and Adler were walking from the chopper, Moore asked, “You both okay?”
“We’re good. Any problems on the way back?” Grant asked.
“Negative. Everything’s been secured in the hangar.”
Grant glanced off to his right, and asked with surprise in his voice, “Where’d they come from?”
“Oh, the marines? Admiral Torrinson requested fleet to bring them in off the carrier as additional security. And, by the way, he’s waiting to hear from you.”
Moshenko caught up to them, thinking of Grant’s comments on the helo. “Excuse me,” he said laying a hand on Moore’s shoulder.
“Yes, sir?”
“Do you have any food and drink for these men?”
“Yes, sir. We sure do. Come to the galley,” Moore responded.
“That’s a good idea, Skipper!” Adler commented.
“I’ll catch up to you later, Joe,” Grant said. “I’ve gotta contact NIS. The admiral’s been out of the loop for too long.” With that he took off jogging toward the main building.
A couple minutes later, Grant made contact. “Zach, Captain Stevens here.”
“Oh, sir! You’re back!”
“Yeah. Is the admiral in?”
“No, sir. He just left for home. Said he’d be back in an hour. Should I call him, sir?”
Grant looked at his watch. “No. I’m gonna grab a quick bite. Just tell him I’ll be here.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
“Hey, Zach. Hold it. Can you patch me through to Jack Edwards in Naples?”
“Sure, sir. Wait one.”
Grant paced in front of the desk, ignoring the rumblings coming from his empty stomach. He had to find out if anything had been determined on Agent Fierra’s cause of death.
“Captain Stevens? Jack Edwards.”
“Yes, sir. Listen, sorry we got off to a bad start earlier. No excuse, but we had a helluva situation going here, sir.”
“Understand, Captain. What can I do for you? Wait! Before you answer, can you tell me what happened? Did you find who or what you were looking for?”
“Yes, sir. We did. Brought the canisters here and also captured somebody from the group. Haven’t had a chance to run a G2 yet, but pretty sure he’s the leader. Name’s ‘Castalani.’”
“Well, Captain, you just got yourself a winner there.”
“So, he is the ‘head honcho’!”
“Damn right he is. I got a surprise call from Pino Falcone not long after Castalani met with him. And, by the way, your instinct about Falcone knowing about the group was correct. Anyway, Falcone swore on the bible he didn’t have anything to do with Agent Fierra’s death.”
“Did you feel comfortable with that, sir?”
“Yeah, I guess so. Besides, Falcone knew we would have run any and all forensics.”
“Did you get those results?”
“I won’t go into details, but from the examination of the vehicle and of Agent Fierra’s body, it seemed to be an accident. We’ve sent the body back to Langley for autopsy anyway, for final confirmation.”
“I’m sure that gives you some relief, sir, but let me again extend my sympathy. It’s always tough to lose a team member.”
“Thanks. Say, what do you plan on doing with Castalani, if I can ask?”
Grant hesitated. “I still haven’t talked to Admiral Torrinson.” He left it at that. “Look, have to go. Maybe one of these days we’ll meet up.”
“You know where to find me.”
Except for the marines standing guard around the compound, everyone else was in the barracks. Grant walked in, his eyes meeting Castalani’s. The Italian was sitting at the far end of the table in between Russo and Simpson. Grant walked along the side of the table, stopping opposite the Italian. He put a foot up on a chair, and laid his forearms across his knee. Without taking his eyes from the man, he asked Russo, “Vince, has he offered up any information?”
“Been as quiet as a mouse.”
“What about our other Italian friend over there?”
“Nothing yet.”
Grant pounded his fist on the table. “Enough of this bullshit. Ray! You, Ken and Eric take Castalani upstairs. Gag and tie him to anything in there. And once you’ve got him settled, I want it to sound like you’re beating the crap out of him. Maybe that’ll loosen this guy’s tongue.”
“Got it, sir.” They jerked Castalani off the seat, dragged him across the room, then roughly pushed him up the stairs.
Grant turned his attention back to the other Italian, giving him a hard stare. “Okay. Vince, Paul, same thing with this guy. Take him to one of the other rooms and tie him down. We’ll see if all the noise will jar his memory.” The two SEALs immediately took their charge upstairs.
Grant sat down heavily near Moshenko and Adler. “Here ya go,” Adler said as he slid a bowl of steaming, hot spaghetti in front of him, along with a cup of black coffee.
Grant’s eyes opened wide in amazement, as he breathed in the delicious-smelling aroma. “You’ve got to be kidding!”
“That’s what I said,” Adler laughed. “Wait until you taste it!”
Grant looked around the room, spotting Wagner leaning against the doorway to the galley, with a black apron wrapped around his waist, and waving a wooden spoon. Grant snapped a quick two-finger salute to the generous man.
Moshenko put a hand on Grant’s back. “Eat. You need to eat.”
Grant asked, “Did everybody have some?”
“Yes, yes. Now eat.”
They all glanced up, hearing the ruckus above them. “Music to my ears,” Adler grinned.
Grant just nodded, shoving a forkful of pasta into his mouth, savoring the spicy sauce as the long strands of pasta swirled around his tongue. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he leaned closer to Adler. Pointing his fork toward Wagner, he whispered, “He’s coming home with us!”
“Shit, Skipper! We’d weigh five hundred pounds eating like this.”
“Yeah, but we sure as hell would die happy, Joe!”
Adler nodded and grinned, finally asking, “So, what have you got in mind for our friends upstairs?”
Grant twirled the last strands of spaghetti on his fork. “Only thing we can do. Return them to Falcone in Palermo.”
“Oh, I like it!” Adler laughed.
Grant turned to Moshenko. “What do you think, Grigori? Ready for another trip?”
“It would be my pleasure!”
“By the way,” Grant said, “how are your comrades doing? Did they give you any flak?”
“I believe they are truly grateful for what you and your men have done to rescue them, to keep them alive.”
“Where are they?” Grant asked, looking around.
“They have gone to their room.”
“Uh, Grigori,” Grant said, looking over Moshenko’s shoulder at the two Russians hurrying down the stairs. “Think you need to explain what all the noise is about.”
Moshenko swiveled around in his seat and held up a hand, stopping Tarasov and Rusnak in their tracks. Before he went to them, he said to Grant as he pointed, “You are being summoned.” Sam Wright was motioning for him.
Grant got up yawning, rubbing a hand over his face, feeling stubble. “What’s up?”
“Admiral Torrinson’s on the line, Captain.”
“Why don’t you go on ahead, Sam? I’ll catch up.” As Grant walked toward the building, he wondered how he was going to convince Torrinson to let him take the two Italians back to Palermo. They’d completed the mission. They rescued. They recovered. Now he’s going to tell the admiral he wants to make a “return.” He hoped he didn’t have to fill in the “dance card” until this op was really over.
Standing by Wright’s desk, Grant picked up the phone. “Grant here, sir.”
“Captain, you and your men okay?”
Grant hadn’t heard it often, but now he thought he was hearing annoyance in Torrinson’s voice. “We’re all in one piece, sir. And, sir, before you chew my ass out, I’m sorry you were left out of the loop for so long.”
Torrinson sucked on his Tootsie Pop, as he rocked back and forth in his leather swivel chair. Instead of candy, he should’ve been sucking on some Pepto. “What makes you think I was going to chew your ass out? I mean, I’ve just been sitting here waiting for information, hoping to hear from my best operator, hearing about earthquakes and volcanoes, worrying about Sarin gas!”
Grant sat down heavily on a wooden chair by the desk. Holding the phone against his ear, he leaned forward, both elbows resting on his knees. “I say again, sir, I’m sorry.”
“What the hell are you talking about? Sorry?”
“Uh, sir, I just thought… ”
“No, Grant. You misinterpreted what I was saying, or how I was saying it. Look, let’s just start this conversation over.”
“Yes, sir.”
“First, was there any damage at AFN from the quake?”
Grant was still trying to assimilate Torrinson’s words. He answered, “Uh, no, sir; doesn’t look like it. Most of it happened north, where we were. Sam’s checked everything in here; doesn’t appear to be any problem with the network, only a few broken windows in the barracks. The generators are still working.” Grant went on to explain the destruction of the cave and armament.
“So, you transported the canisters back to AFN?” Torrinson asked.
“Senior Chief Moore and the team brought them back, sir. Joe and I took care of the munitions. Right now, the canisters are stored in the hangar. We’re waiting for orders on how we’re supposed to dispose of them.”
“I’m still waiting for that answer, too, Grant. At one time it would have been as simple as ‘burial at sea’, but that was outlawed around 1974. So, we’re back to square one.”
Grant had more than one concern. Was the gas still active? Even though it seemed secure in the containers, the rough trip out of AFN and then the return trip could have weakened the inner structure. If that was the case, none of them would have a chance, unless…
Torrinson interrupted. “Is EOD going to securely close off the remainder of the tunnel?”
“Yes, sir, as soon as we’re totally under control here. By the way, sir, thanks for bringing in those marines.” Okay, he thought. Time to bring up the G2. “Sir, some of my men are running a G2 on… ”
Suddenly, the door burst open, with Moore rushing in. “Sir! You’ve gotta come with me!”
“Admiral! Something’s going down! Can I call you back, sir?”
Torrinson hated times like these. Sometimes he wished he were actually part of the ops he was in charge of, out in the field, so he wouldn’t be left out of the loop. “Go! I’ll be waiting!”
Grant and Moore ran side by side across the compound with Grant trying to find out what the hell was happening, as Moore only gave him quick response. “We got some shit from one of the Italian’s! It ain’t gonna make you happy!”
They ran inside the barracks, seeing Moshenko sitting quietly at the table, with an unlit cigar dangling from his lips.
Adler was standing at the foot of the stairs, with his hands shoved into the side pockets of his fatigues, looking none too happy.
Grant rushed up to him. “Joe! What’s happened?” The conversation was about to eliminate all military protocol, and turn into one where two friends just hashed it out.
Adler had an expression that just didn’t fit, one Grant wasn’t used to seeing. “I don’t understand how it happened. I did the inventory on everything in that tunnel. I… ”
Grant stepped closer to his friend. “What did that Italian say? Tell me!”
“He and a compadre managed to steal one of the canisters.”
Grant backed away slowly, speechless. But then his brain kicked in, and he shook Adler’s shoulder. “Joe! Listen! There wasn’t any way for you to see what they took out of that tunnel and what they finally put in the cave.”
“Yeah, and I didn’t see what was in the cave, did I? That’s where I should’ve noticed the count was wrong!”
Grant tried to drive his point home. “I say again… you didn’t see how many they took out of the truck and stashed in the cave. Did you?” Adler shook his head. “And most of that stuff was covered in tarps when we got there, wasn’t it?”
Adler finally looked up, staring into Grant’s eyes, feeling he’d failed at his job. “Still no excuse. It was my responsibility. I should’ve taken a count. Right? You know I’m right.”
Grant turned away, with his head bowed. Adler was right. It had been his responsibility. Grant’s jaw was beginning to ache from bearing down on his teeth with so much pressure. Finally, he turned to face Adler again, trying to reason. “And what the hell were we supposed to do up there in the cave even if you had noticed? We did what we had to do and as fast as we could. We didn’t have time to piss, for Christ’s sake.”
He leaned closer, poking a finger into Adler’s chest. “You wanna beat yourself up? Go ahead. But what we’ve gotta do now is we need to hunt down that goddamn canister.” Grant kept looking at his friend. “Hey! Get your head back on straight, you hear me?”
Adler took a deep breath, and with his eyebrows knitting together, he asked, “So where the hell do you think the sixth one is?”
“How the hell should I know?” Grant answered, throwing his arms up. He turned to Moore. “Ray, go get those bastards and bring ’em here.” Moore ran upstairs.
Doors on the second floor smacked into the walls as they were flung open. The Italians were being manhandled, pushed into the hallway, then dragged down the stairs.
Grant took hold of Castalani’s shoulder as he was just about to put his foot on the last step. He yanked him to the floor, pulling him toward the corner, causing Castalani to half crawl, half walk as Grant moved swiftly, holding him securely in his grasp. He released his hold after he shoved him against the wall. That’s when he finally noticed the Italian’s face was still red and swollen, with dried blood on his lips and at the corner of his nose.
“Craig, Ken, watch this guy,” Grant ordered. Then he walked over to the younger, smaller man, put a hand on his back, and shoved him toward the table. With a strong hand, he pressed on the Italian’s shoulder, forcing him into the chair.
Grant spun another chair around and sat on it backwards, folding his arms on the backrest, staring hard at the Italian. “Okay, Vince, let’s hear it.”
Russo began relaying the story that this man, Gino Rocca, told him. Rocca and his friend, Paolo Conti, were new to the group, recruited by a man named Giovanni Bruno. Rocca and Conti had been friends from childhood, coming from the small town of San Giuseppe Jado, about seventeen miles south of Palermo. Rocca had just recently been released from prison in Palermo when Bruno started recruiting members.
According to Rocca, neither Bruno nor Castalani ever promised anyone money for participating but just continued ramming home the point the group was specifically being formed for the good of the Mafia.
It had only been a little more than two weeks ago that Castalani learned what had been discovered in the tunnel. That’s when he started to put his plan in motion.
Two men, who had been hired as guards, were paid off by Castalani to spy on the Americans, to try to learn what had been discovered. The assignment had been easy. Even though they were never allowed into the tunnel, mostly all they had to do was watch and listen to conversations by the Italian workers, who were on better terms with the Americans.
Grant sat quietly, patiently, never taking his stare from Rocca, who nervously fidgeted in his seat, with his bloodshot eyes going from Grant to Castalani. All the while Grant kept mentally processing the information being relayed by Russo.
Finally, Grant put a hand up, and said, “Hold it. When did these two guys come up with their ‘plot’ to steal one of the canisters? And why the hell would they want to take such a risk? We’re talking Mafia for Christ’s sake!”
“According to him,” Russo said, “it was an opportunity for money. They didn’t think anyone would notice a canister missing from the truck. And eventually, they planned to extort money from us Americans.”
Grant indicated with his thumb, “Him? He planned this? Doesn’t look like he has the balls to defy Castalani, let alone Falcone.”
“Yes, sir, that’s what he told me.”
Grant narrowed his eyes as he stared at the Italian. His gut was telling him something entirely different. This guy was lying. “Vince, ask him what Falcone promised him and his partner.”
“Excuse me, sir?” a surprised Russo questioned.
“You heard me. Ask him.”
As soon as the words left Russo’s mouth, Rocca stiffened and responded vehemently, “Niente! Niente!”
“Nothing, sir.”
Grant turned in his chair, seeing Castalani with his eyes on him. “Let’s try the game again,” he said quietly. “Vince, draw your weapon.” Without questioning, Russo pulled his .45. Grant got up and shoved his chair with his foot, sending it careening off the wall. He immediately took hold of Rocca around his neck, holding the cold steel blade against the jugular. “Now,” he said to Russo, “go with Ray and Craig, and drag Castalani outside… and I mean drag! Warn the marines, then fire your weapon in the air.” Grant caught a glimpse of Moshenko, lighting up a cigar, enjoying the game being played out by his friend.
“Sounds like a plan, sir,” Russo calmly said. He walked across the room with the weapon in full view. A quick explanation was all that was necessary, and the three SEALs hauled Castalani out the door. In less than five minutes, after warning the marines, the shot from Russo’s .45 sounded like a cannon going off. Russo came back in, holstering his weapon, giving a nod in Grant’s direction.
A slight trickle of blood, mixed with sweat, ran down Rocca’s neck where the tip of the knife jabbed him. The one English word he knew, he repeated rapidly, “Okay! Okay! Okay!”
Grant finally got what he was looking for. His own final confirmation that Falcone had known about the group. ‘Mafia man’ made the threats against these two men, who he had personally selected, and then had them steal the canister. Apparently, Falcone had his own plan for Castalani, his own plan for teaching him, and maybe the whole group, a lesson. It’d be a way to enforce the fact that anybody else who may have the same notion, better not fuck with him.
* * *
Grant put in a call to Torrinson, giving him the full scoop. Torrinson asked with concern, “Any idea where that canister is?”
“No, sir. Not yet. So far the Italian we questioned was only given partial information, since his partner was the one delivering the goods to Falcone or taking it wherever he’d been instructed. But I’m not convinced this guy doesn’t know more, sir”
Torrinson knew what was coming next. “And you have plans to do what, Captain?”
“Well, find the canister, sir! And return our Italian friend.”
“You don’t mean to Falcone, do you?”
“Uh, yes, sir. I do.”
“And you plan on doing that how?”
“Have to consider contacting Jack Edwards.”
Torrinson was silently giving approval by nodding his head. Then something dawned on him. “Wait a minute. You said ‘friend.’ Don’t you have two Italians there?”
“Yes, sir. I’m thinking about just returning Castalani, since he’s the one who Falcone’s wanting to get his hands on. I might just let the other guy fend for himself. He’ll probably live in fear for the rest of his life, anyway.”
Torrinson pushed away his plate with a half-eaten cheeseburger and cold french fries remaining. “This sure has turned into one hell of an op, Grant,” he commented as he took a sip from a can of flat Pepsi.
“I know, sir.” Grant rubbed a hand across his forehead, with his thoughts briefly turning to sleep he hadn’t had in — he couldn’t remember how long it’d been. Dark circles under his eyes only proved the fact. “Oh, sir, any word on the injured Italians the chopper took out of here?”
“The medical staff on the carrier did their best to patch them up, then they made arrangements with the civilian hospital in Catania to transport them there. That’s where they should be by now.”
“All of them, sir?”
“As far as I know. Oh, by the way, State’s heard from the Russian ambassador.”
Uh oh, Grant thought. “Yes, sir?”
“Ambassador Yakunin has requested that Colonel Moshenko proceed to East Germany with Tarasov and Rusnak.”
“Sir, you don’t think they’re aware of Grigori’s helping on this one, do you?”
“I sure as hell didn’t spread the word.”
“Of course not, sir. I didn’t mean to imply that, sir.”
Torrinson laughed to himself. Every once in awhile he liked to yank Grant’s chain. “Do you think he’ll have a problem with his comrades possibly spilling the beans?”
“Grigori can take care of himself, and he has a certain way with people, comrades or not.”
Torrinson reached for his cheeseburger again, took a bite, then spit it out. Grabbing his cloth napkin, he tried to wipe the cold grease off his tongue. “So, what’s the plan?”
“Have to talk with the team, sir, but I can guarantee this will be finished today.”
“Good luck, Grant.”
Five minutes later Grant was walking across the compound slowly, with his head down and his hands shoved into his back pockets. Halfway to the barracks, he stopped, clasped his hands behind his head and looked up. He just stood there, trying to put his thoughts in some kind of reasonable order.
Should he touch base with Jack Edwards? Edwards already had somewhat of a loose relationship with Falcone. But he couldn’t even be sure if Edwards would be willing to make the introductions.
He shook his head and started pacing. It ate him up thinking he had to deal with the Agency, but he may have no choice. He didn’t think he could just drive up to the warehouse and expect Falcone to let him in. No. He had to contact Edwards. Make Falcone aware he’d be delivering his “package.”
Okay, then what? He pounded his forehead with his fist. “Think, Stevens, think,” he said under his breath. Negotiate with Falcone. Maybe a trade. Castalani for the canister. Simple enough, and sometimes simple is best — but sometimes simple is stupid. But what if Falcone had his own plans for Castalani and the gas? He may not want to give it up so easily.
Moore and Adler walked up behind him, with Adler asking, “Anything we can help with, Skipper?”
Grant turned, was silent for a minute, then said, “Ray, try one more time to see if you can find out where that canister was being taken. Get as many details as you can.” Noticing that Castalani was still sitting on the ground, he added, “And get one of the marines to put that bastard in the hangar. Keep him out of sight.” Moore rushed off.
Grant stepped closer to Adler, staring at him dead on. “You get your head straight yet?”
“I’m ready to go forth, my fearless leader! When we gonna get this show on the road?”
“As soon as I touch base with Jack Edwards.”
“You pulling him in on this?” Adler’s eyebrows raised, not expecting the comment, especially knowing how Grant usually felt about Agency peeps.
“Think it’s best. Don’t think we can just drop in on Mafia. Since Edwards has been on speaking terms with Falcone, he’s probably our only hope to get in the door.” Grant looked over Adler’s shoulder, seeing Moore holstering his sidearm as he hustled toward them.
“Did you use more friendly persuasion, Ray? Hope you got something.”
“Affirmative. Last that clown knew, his friend was to deliver the canister to Falcone someplace not far from the commercial docks.”
Again Grant smacked his fist into his palm. “I knew that bastard had more to say.” But then he started feeling frustrated again. “Shit! Please don’t tell me it’s the warehouse. There’re too many damn places they could’ve hidden that canister.”
“Negative. Not the warehouse. Seems Falcone has a freakin’ hundred foot Benetti yacht docked in a marina just north of the warehouse location. That guy,” Moore indicated with a thumb over his shoulder, “is pretty certain from directions given to him and his partner, that that’s the location of the canister.”
This particular yacht was built at Benetti Yachts. A luxury yacht with three decks, she has a beam of twenty feet and maximum depth draught of eight and a half feet. Her hull was built out of steel and the superstructure over the hull is fashioned out of aluminum. With her twin GM diesel engines, her top speed is approximately fifteen knots and a cruising speed of twelve knots, giving her a range of thirty-eight hundred miles.
On the forward deck is a hydraulic winch, allowing easy launching and retrieving of a nine foot inflatable boat, a Zodiac. The transom of the inflatable is rigid, providing strength for the mounting of its outboard motor.
“Makes more sense than a warehouse,” Adler commented. “But that’s one helluva big boat, Skipper.”
Grant nodded in agreement, before turning to Moore. “See if Vince can get a marina name and the name of that yacht, and any specific details. We’ll be right behind you.”
He thought about Adler’s question, trying to reason where a canister could be stowed — a canister of nerve gas, on a vessel that size. But there wasn’t any reason for Falcone to think his secret wasn’t still safe. Grant was betting it was stored where Falcone could keep an eye on it, like maybe the bridge. With the canister being the size of a grapefruit, it wouldn’t take up much room.
They were going to have to give themselves enough time for the search, and before daylight. Grant glanced at his watch. It was 1145 hours. The drive to Palermo would take two and a half to three hours.
“So? Any idea on where to start looking?” Adler asked.
“I’d say start at the bridge and work our way down, Joe.”
Adler nodded, asking, “You still thinking of bringing Edwards in on this?”
“Don’t see any way around it. Oh, by the way, the admiral reported that the injured Italians were transported from the carrier to a hospital in Catania.”
Adler blew out a long breath, then asked, “All of them?”
“He seemed to think so. Feel better?” Grant asked, laying his hand on Adler’s shoulder.
“Yeah, sure do.”
Grant noticed Moshenko leaning against the doorframe, puffing on a cigar. “Joe, give us a minute.” Adler went inside. Grant anchored his thumbs in his back pockets and propped a foot on the doorstep. “Grigori, listen. I talked with Admiral Torrinson about your helping us.”
“And he said…?” Moshenko asked, almost not wanting to hear the answer.
“Ambassador Yakunin has requested you take the comrades to East Germany like originally planned. I’m sorry, Grigori.”
Moshenko flicked an ash from the cigar, looking down, shaking his head. “Very disappointing, Grant.”
“Look, Grigori. You went through one helluva ordeal here, not to mention saving our butts up at the cave. You need to fly outta here, then go home to Alexandra. Hey, you don’t think the comrades will ‘rat’ on you, do you?”
“‘Rat’ on me?” Moshenko asked, wrinkling his brow.
“Yeah, squeal on you, tell somebody what you did for us.”
“No, I do not think they will ‘rat’ on me. I reminded them you saved their lives, and I will remind them again if I must.” His face broke out in a mischievous grin, revealing his chipped front tooth. “And we will be flying over a good deal of open water on our way. Strange things happen over water, Grant, no?”
“You’ve read and listened to too many stories, my friend,” Grant answered, giving a wink.
Moshenko broke the end from his cigar, tucking the remainder into his jacket pocket. “I will need to make contact with the Leningrad.” The Russian ship was a Moskva class helicopter carrier.
“Sure, Grigori. You need to use the phone in the AFN building?”
Moshenko shook his head. “I will use the radio in the helicopter.”
He started to walk away, when Grant grabbed his arm. “You remember the conversation we had about D.C.?” Moshenko nodded. “I’ll be there for you, my friend. Don’t you ever forget that.”
Looking back as he was entering the barracks, Grant could tell Moshenko had some concern for his immediate future. Now Grant had to erase the feeling of guilt for getting his good friend involved in the op.

Chapter 19

AFN — Barracks
1215 Hours
Grant sat near the end of the long wooden table, balancing himself on the back legs of a chair, rocking back and forth. He couldn’t waste any more time if this op was going to end today like he promised Torrinson.
His next order of the day was to contact Edwards in Naples. He had to convince him to set up a meeting with Falcone. Maybe it wouldn’t take much convincing considering what happened to Agent Fierra, whether or not Fierra died because of an accident or not. It was still an agent lost.
He stopped rocking suddenly. The front chair legs struck the floor. Wait one, he thought. What if they made Falcone just think there was going to be a meeting? What if they send him to some bullshit location while the team investigates the yacht? At this point, the yacht seems to be the most logical place for Falcone to have stashed the canister. Easy to hide. Easy to transport. Easy to dispose of.
He rested his elbows on his knees. Could it be? Is it possible Falcone wants to dispose of the canister and Castalani? And at the same time? “Change of plans, Stevens!” he spat out, as he jumped up, sending the chair backwards.
“Skipper!” Adler yelled from the other side of the room, as he and Moore started running.
Grant turned toward them, holding up a hand. “Whoa! Hold it, guys! Just had a thought.”
“Christ! That must’ve been one helluva thought!” Adler exclaimed loudly.
Grant started past them. “I’ve gotta call Edwards. Ray, have the men check every piece of gear. Joe, have your men start working on closing that tunnel. And see if you can find Keith. Maybe he’ll be good enough to bring us something light to eat.”
“Still got a huge pot of leftover pasta, boss.”
“Carbs. Sounds good, because this day’s got long written all over it.”
Adler yelled after him. “You gonna fill us in?”
Running across the compound, Grant raised a hand, giving Adler a slight wave.
U.S. Embassy
Office of Jack Edwards
Leaning back in a swivel chair with his feet propped up on his desk, fifty-two year old Jack Edwards was gnawing on the eraser of a yellow pencil. His new prescription black, horn-rimmed bifocals were resting on top of his head, nearly completely covered by a shock of gray hair.
Dropping his feet to the floor, he reached for a manila folder. Pulling his glasses from his head, he adjusted them on his nose as he was opening the folder. Two pieces of fax paper were attached to the right hand side. The top paper had a heading, OFFICE OF THE MEDICAL EXAMINER.
Resting a forearm on either side of the folder, he perused the report for the third time, his eyes zeroing in on one particular box, number eleven: Blood (Type; Alcohol Content). The report showed Agent Fierra’s blood type as A+ (A positive). But it was the next notation that caused Edwards both distress and rage: Alcohol Content — .093 %.
He kept drawing circles around the figure with his pencil, pressing harder and harder, until the point snapped off. Edwards knew that Fierra wasn’t a drinker because of medication he was taking.
“That fuckin’ bastard!” he shouted, throwing the pencil on the desk. Flopping back against the chair, he swiveled it rapidly back and forth, stopping suddenly when his intercom buzzed. He flipped the switch. “What, Gail?”
Forty year old, recently divorced, bleached blonde Gail McCarthy had just been posted to Naples as Edwards’ secretary. Still trying to regain her self-confidence and self-esteem, she was finding it difficult to understand Edwards’ occasional outbursts, and responded timidly, “Jack, there’s a Captain Stevens on line one.”
Edwards started to press the yellow blinking button, hesitated, then punched it with a knuckle, finally picking up the receiver. “Captain Stevens, your timing’s perfect.” Without giving Grant a chance to speak, Edwards immediately continued, “Let me read you something from a fax I received not too long ago.”
The two men discussed the report, with Grant relaying all the information he got out of the two Italians. And after nearly forty minutes of conversation, Edwards stood slowly, not quite sure if he heard Grant correctly. “Would you repeat that, Captain? What exactly is it you want me to do?”
Confirming Grant’s request, Edwards finally responded, with amusement in his voice. “Sure. Sure. I know somebody. Absolutely! He’s very dependable.” Edwards was nearly jumping out of his skin, ready for “bear.” He flopped down in his chair. “Okay, consider it done, as long as you do me a favor.”
* * *
Grant stepped through the doorway of the barracks, sniffing the odor of a cigar. Moshenko was coming down the stairs, carrying his luggage in one hand, a cigar in the other. Tarasov and Rusnak were standing near the galley, waiting.
Moshenko motioned to the two, indicating for them to head to the chopper. He walked up to Grant. “My friend, walk with me.”
Grant hooked his thumbs in his back pockets as the two men walked side by side. “Grigori, I’m really concerned about… ”
“Do not be, Grant. I will be fine. Believe me. My trip home will be a ‘piece of cake’ as you say.” Stepping next to the helo, he slid the door back.
Both Tarasov and Rusnak turned toward Grant. Surprisingly, they each extended a hand, and said, “Spaseeba, Captain Stevens.”
Grant responded, “Pazhahlsta.” (You’re welcome.)
The two Russians climbed into the helo, immediately taking their seats, then fastened the seatbelts. Rusnak made sure the box containing the tea cups was secured on the seat near him, also fastened with a seatbelt.
Moshenko shoved his luggage toward the cockpit, then dropped the stub of his cigar on the ground, grinding it with the toe of his shoe. Then he turned to Grant, throwing his strong arms around him in a bear hug. “I will keep your words in my mind, Grant,” he whispered, slapping him on the back. He turned away, then climbed into the helo.
Grant called after him. “Grigori, give Alexandra a hug from me, okay?” The request finally got a smile from Moshenko, before he headed to the cockpit.
Grant started backing up as the rotors started revolving, the blades picking up speed. Moshenko adjusted the collective pitch control lever, and the helo started its vertical climb.
Adler stepped next to Grant, both tilting their heads, following the chopper during its climb. They stood at attention, holding a salute, seeing Moshenko looking down at them through the windshield.
When the chopper passed three hundred feet, Moshenko finally adjusted the cyclic pitch control, changing the pitch of a blade, causing it to take a “larger bite” of air during the after part of the rotor’s revolution. The helo tilted slightly, with its nose down, as Moshenko eased the stick forward, setting a course east, flying to meet up with the Leningrad.
When the chopper was out of sight, Grant brushed his hair off his forehead, saying to Adler, “Let’s go.”
“Did you talk with Edwards?”
“That’s where our planning comes in, Joe,” he grinned.
AFN
1500 Hours
EOD continued working in the tunnel, and after Adler reviewed complete instructions on how he wanted the job done, he put his three men in complete control of closing it off. They decided the best way to proceed was to set the charges along the beams, causing a cave-in. Since the height of the tunnel was no more than seven feet, the Italian workers could use bulldozers to scoop up dirt from outside the compound, and backfill the tunnel. Once the surface had been leveled, a concrete pad was planned for the water storage on one end. Adler suggested a helo pad be constructed near the opposite end.
Inside the barracks, the SEALs prepared for the mission. Russo succeeded in obtaining the requested information from Rocca. He reported the name of the marina where Falcone’s yacht was docked as “Aquasanta Marina.” The registered name of the vessel is “Sacco di Soldi” (lots of money). Registry: Monaco. According to Rocca, a maximum of five crewmen maintain the vessel, but they’re only onboard when Falcone decided to cruise. He never had guards specifically for his boat, mostly because everyone knew who the owner was. And since the marina was private, security was automatically provided.
For another two hours they huddled over a map, discussing a route, then went over final, critical details. Satisfied they’d covered and prepared for every possible situation, Simpson and Lewis drove the trucks to Motta, searching for gas, while Womack, Cranston and Russo organized their gear, checked all weapons and ammo.
Grant, Adler and Moore sat together. “I’m in on this one, right, Skipper?” Adler questioned, as he continued picking at the crusty leftover bread.
Grant nodded. “Roger that, Joe; need your EOD expertise for sure. Look, you’d better give your men the details. Even though they’re staying behind, they should know what we’ve got planned. And tell them they’ve got ‘guard duty’ until the admiral brings somebody in.” Adler pushed his chair back, then left.
When Simpson and Lewis returned with the vehicles, Grant had them secure the two Italians in the back of one. Grant took some pleasure in seeing the look on Rocca’s face when he discovered Castalani was still alive, realizing he’d been duped into giving up information.
With nearly a three hour drive ahead of them, they had to depart AFN no later than 1830 hours. It was imperative they searched the yacht and were on their way by 0130 hours. Imperative.

Chapter 20

Aquasanta Marina,
Palermo
2145 Hours
Except for occasional drifting clouds, the sky was clear, winds were no more than eight knots, the evening cool, tranquil. Seawater lapped against boats in the marina and rocks that lined the quay. In the distance were the distinct sounds of cranes and heavy machinery from the commercial docks, where work never ceased, with the loading and unloading of cargo containers.
Grant, Adler, and the team grabbed their gear, then jumped out of the truck. Keeping his eyes trained on Castalani, Grant quietly said, “In bocca al lupo, men.” He gave a quick look at Russo, who nodded and gave a thumb’s up.
* * *
Seven men, dressed in cammies, faces streaked with camouflage paint, and rucksacks slung over their shoulders, silently crept in and out of a row of trees that encompassed a small park by the quay. Grant held up a fist, bringing everyone to a halt. He and his men were approximately two hundred yards from the main entrance of the marina, the only way for vehicles to access the docks.
Standing near a small wooden guardhouse were two men, smoking cigarettes, wearing simple uniforms of black pants, black jackets. They carried small Galesi Model 6 pocket automatic pistols with six shot magazines in side holsters.
Grant pulled out his NVG’s, and began creeping closer to the end of a pebble path leading to the quay. Most of the boats were under thirty feet, with the exception of three larger vessels moored along an outer dock.
As he knelt on one knee, he moved the NVGs side to side, until finally spotting the yacht, with the name “Sacco di Soldi” painted in black Italic lettering across its stern. The starboard side mooring lines were fastened securely to concrete pillars along the edge of the pier. It’s location was opposite the quay, making access to the Tyrrhenian Sea easy and quick.
Continuing to look through the NVGs, he scanned every angle of the boat, noticing dark curtains had been drawn across all windows on the bridge and lower decks, except for a sliding glass door at the stern. Rocca’s statement appeared to be correct. So far Grant didn’t see any guards or crewmen aboard. But that could change.
He scooted back toward his men. Barely whispering, he told them the location, pointing to the yacht, and the location of the marina guards.
Between them and the yacht was mostly open ground. They’d have to take advantage of any boats along the docks, ducking in and out of the shadows and structures as they made their way to the target. Grant briefly thought how much easier this would be with scuba gear. After all, water was the SEAL’s playground.
He and Adler would be the first to head out, with the remaining men following in assigned order, except for Russo who would stay with the prisoners. The SEALs had given themselves a max of twelve minutes to get everyone onboard.
Once their knives were secure in their leg straps, Grant and Adler drew their .45s from side holsters, and as quietly as they could, jacked back the slides. They couldn’t take a chance by depending solely on their knives, not without knowing for sure if or how many men might be aboard, still not fully trusting what they had been told. They had to be prepared if all hell broke loose.
Then, checking one more time, the two crouched low, and hustled to get to the first moored boat, a twenty-five foot cabin cruiser. Everything was relatively quiet along the pier. First impression was nobody seemed to be aboard any of the boats, but also realizing there was always a slim chance someone could be asleep below deck. They had to take that into consideration, and go into what Adler called, “stealth mode.”
Grant leaned around the port side, and seeing no one, he waved Adler forward. Crossing a short pier, they stopped, looked around, then made a dash to the yacht.
A teak gangway at midships undulated with the motion of the boat. Looking up toward the bridge one more time, Grant silently climbed up, with Adler following, walking backwards, watching both their backs. Stepping onto a narrow, teak deck, Grant pointed, and they began working their way toward the stern.
A single sliding glass door blocked their entry to the main deck. Reaching for a handhold, Grant gave a slight tug. Locked. They both peered inside the darkened cabin, crowded with upholstered chairs and couches, small tables with fancy, colored glass lamps that lined both port and starboard bulkheads. In the middle was a large round table, with six high-backed wooden chairs surrounding it. The outline of a ladder came into view at the forward section, leading up to the bridge.
Suddenly, a small light came on in the bridge. They jumped back, one on either side of the door. Grant held up a hand, with his palm facing Adler. Still hearing nothing, he cautiously leaned forward, seeing a man standing at the head of the ladder. He seemed to be stretching, as if he was just waking up.
Grant and Adler looked at each other, as if both were saying, Shit! Without any way to easily get inside now, their only option was to try to lure the guy out to them.
Grant reached for his penlight and flashed it twice toward the stern, signaling the team to hold their positions. Now he worried they would fall behind on their strict time schedule.
He holstered his weapon and started to reach for his knife, then hesitated. He couldn’t take a chance on any blood gushing from a wound, leaving evidence on deck. He pointed to Adler, making the motion of a “neck snap.” Adler gave a nod, then made his way around the starboard side, crouching below the windows, trying to get as close as he could to the bulkhead before slamming his palm against the window.
Grant backed up, stepping along the narrow port side deck, just around the corner from the door. He positioned himself with his elbows close to his side and forearms raised, his hands opening and closing in anticipation.
Another small light suddenly came on, this time in the cabin. They had no way to tell whether the man was still on the bridge, or already in the cabin. Until the lock on the glass door “clicked” and the door slid to the side.
Adler turned slightly, facing aft, preparing himself just in case. He had to take the chance, knowing Grant was ready and waiting. He gave the bulkhead a quick, sharp slap.
The man jumped, then stepped onto the deck cautiously, his head turning toward the pier. Grant leaned his head around the corner, spotting the Uzi. No ordinary crewman, he smirked.
There was only about four feet from where the man stood until he reached the starboard side… and Adler. Grant took a step from around the corner, then moved silently and swiftly. In nearly the blink of an eye, he reached around the man’s head, shoved the jaw to the right with his left hand, as his right hand held the back of the head, then in one swift, lightning motion, immediately snapped it back to the left. Hanging onto the sagging body, Grant softly called, “Joe!”
Adler rushed toward the two, helping Grant drag the man inside the cabin. They dropped the body in front of a white leather couch. Grant pulled his penlight and signaled the team with the “all clear.”
“Start searching the bridge, Joe, and hit that light switch on your way up,” Grant said as he glanced at his watch.
With his penlight on, Adler hustled his way up the ladder and onto the bridge. He hesitated briefly, letting his eyes roam his new surroundings. “Where are you, you little bastard,” he mumbled. He went to the right of the wheel, thinking out loud, “How convenient; the key’s in the ignition!” He immediately returned to his search.
Finally, all the men were onboard. Lewis was aft, kneeling on one knee, holding his M16 at the ready, acting as lookout, while the rest of the team used their penlights, looking in every nook and cranny for the elusive canister.
Adler came rushing down the ladder, holding a rusted metal box, similar to large tackle box. “Found it!” he said to Grant with a crooked grin.
“Good job! Where?” Grant thought it incredible Adler found it so quickly. So far luck was on their side. “Maybe there is something to this ‘lupo’ thing,” he mused quietly to himself.
Adler lifted the lid, its corroded hinges sounding like fingernails on a blackboard. “Underneath the console, behind the wheel, there’s a small compartment.”
“I’d feel more comfortable if you can secure it somehow, Joe, especially with our exit coming up.”
“Sure,” Adler said. He set the box on the table and lifted out the smooth, steel canister, then put it in his rucksack.
Grant’s eyes narrowed, but for the time being, it didn’t matter. So far, they were all still breathing, and there wasn’t much more that could be done to protect themselves. It was more imperative for them to get their asses in gear. “Craig, you and Ken get Castalani and bring him here.”
“What about the other guy, sir?” Simpson asked.
Grant was beginning to feel way too lenient. He made his decision. “Have Vince give him one of our personal warning messages, like ‘we will find you no matter where you are’, then cut him loose. Make sure he knows to avoid those two guards out front. Then all of you come back ASAP.”
“Roger!”
Grant turned to Adler. “Joe, just in case, you’d better put that box back where you got it.”
Adler rushed back to the bridge, sliding the box inside the compartment.
0015 Hours
A new silver, four-door Maserati Quattroporte II (four doors) luxury car approached the guardhouse, with its high beams glaring.
The guards flicked their cigarettes onto the grass, trying to get a clear view of the vehicle, having to shield their eyes from the bright lights. As the car slowed, the two finally recognized the Maserati and its passenger. Both of them backed away in unison and waved Pino Falcone through.
Once the Maserati had passed, both guards stepped onto the roadway, staring at the magnificent feat of Italian engineering. Whistling in amazement at the vehicle’s beautiful body style, the older guard commented, “Che bella!”
The vehicle had slick Bertone bodywork and was the only Maserati Quattroporte to feature hydropneumatic suspension, front wheel drive, and swiveling directional headlights. The one being driven this night was one of only twelve built for customers.
With a narrow road and gravel lining both sides, the vehicle was traveling at no more than fifteen mph, the driver being careful not to catch any stones in the treads.
Doing the driving was one of Pino Falcone’s bodyguards. He shifted in his seat, readjusting the holster under his right arm, and gave a quick glance at the Uzi on the passenger seat.
Falcone was in the back on the passenger side, feeling comfortable on the soft, cream-colored, handmade leather seat. He leaned against the armrest with his chin resting on his fist. Staring at his yacht in the distance, he had two distinct feelings running through him.
One was caution. He reviewed his conversation, through an interpreter, with the American in Naples. Edwards said the tests on Agent Fierra’s body came back showing he died because of the accident, which itself appeared to be accidental. Edwards had promised him the Agency would do all it could to locate Castalani, as a gesture for Falcone being so accommodating in finding Fierra’s body.
Falcone sat up straighter, pressing his back against the seat, thinking now about his other feeling. Anger. Anger not only because of what Castalani had done, but because Castalani had defied him. The Mafia boss could not allow anyone in his organization to even attempt what Castalani had carried out. He intended to make an example of one of his “soldiers.”
* * *
Cranston and Simpson disposed of the dead crewman’s body by shoving it down into the lower deck. Russo and Moore hauled Castalani to the bridge, with a piece of duct tape already sealing his mouth shut. While they held him, Adler fastened him to a captain’s chair with rope, then secured his hands behind his back with duct tape. The chair was positioned to the right of the wheel, ensuring he was in full view from the cabin below. It was the first time since capturing the Italian that Adler noticed beads of sweat across the forehead, eyes wide with fear.
“Headlights!” Lewis whispered, rushing through the cabin.
“Lock that door!” Grant said, before taking one last check that nothing in the cabin had been disturbed, then he motioned for everyone to follow him. They rushed to the bridge, then went to a single door aft of the bridge. It was the only access to a deck above the main cabin.
Pushing the door partly open, he cautiously peered around the corner, seeing a vehicle stopping at the end of the pier. Motioning for everyone to stay low, Grant led the way out the door.
Adler took a last look at Castalani tied to the chair, then he slowly, quietly closed the door behind him.
* * *
Falcone’s bodyguard gripped an Uzi in front of his body, swiveling his head side to side as he made his way toward the boat. Walking down the pier, he looked toward the bow, then let his eyes roam along the starboard side, ensuring all windows were closed, with no sign of entry.
He stepped on the undulating gangway. Taking slow steps, he cautiously walked up until he reached the deck, where he stopped briefly, taking another look forward, then turned toward the stern.
Standing in front of the sliding glass door, he put a hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes, and leaned closer, trying to get a better view. Peering inside, his eyes scanned the main deck cabin. Looking toward the bridge, he finally spotted someone in the captain’s chair. Waiting momentarily, he unlocked the door, then slid it open and stepped inside.
Moving the Uzi and his head side to side, he walked through the cabin until he was at the bottom of the ladder. He reached for a switch next to the ladder, and a small overhead light came on. His mouth formed a slight, twisted smile as he stared up at Castalani, whose eyes were now wide with pure terror.
Hustling back to the vehicle, he opened the rear door. Falcone stepped out, and adjusted his camel hair coat. All he could focus on was coming face-to-face with the defiant Castalani, the “bastardo.”
Before proceeding to the yacht, he questioned the bodyguard whether the crewman was on board. Hearing the response, he reasoned whoever delivered Castalani this night, had paid the crewman to “turn his back” and leave. That was reasonable and acceptable in Falcone’s mind, since he had used the tactic himself on many occasions. Evidently, the American had kept his promise, and that was all that mattered.
* * *
On the aft upper deck the SEALs waited. They had to depend solely on the sounds around them. Their patience was about to pay off.
Falcone followed his bodyguard to the stern and waited for him to open the door. He stepped inside, with his eyes instantly focusing on Castalani. Leering at the man, Falcone motioned for the bodyguard to go ahead of him.
Once both men were on the bridge, Falcone walked slowly around the chair, inspecting the rope holding Castalani securely.
Castalani’s brain was racing. Should he tell Falcone about the men hiding on deck? Or should he let them take care of Falcone? He might have more of a chance if Falcone and his bodyguard became prisoners or whatever the Americans had planned for them. There was no way to tell, and at the moment, he wasn’t in any position to do anything. At the moment, he was at the mercy of Pino Falcone.
The bodyguard stepped back, moving away from his boss, but his eyes remained on the man strapped in the chair, taking pure pleasure at the sight.
Outside on deck, the SEALs crept closer to the door. They’d take a step, then get down on a knee, finally splitting up, port and starboard of the door. They planned on completing this phase of the mission without firing a shot. Moore carefully turned the doorknob and opened the door just enough to see the bridge.
Falcone stood directly in front of Castalani, sliding the tip of his finger along the duct tape covering the mouth. “So, Luigi, it has come down to this.” Castalani shook his head rapidly. “Let me show you something,” Falcone said as he walked toward the wheel.
He just started to kneel down, preparing to open the compartment, when a loud sound behind him made him jump. He jerked around, only having a second to see someone jamming the butt of a rifle into the side of the bodyguard’s head.
Stunned, Falcone didn’t move, as men with painted faces came storming through the open door, forming a half circle around the bridge, with all their rifles trained on him.
As Grant approached Falcone, he holstered his sidearm, then roughly pulled Falcone’s arms behind him, tying them quickly and securely. The Italian was about to open his mouth when Adler slapped a piece of duct tape across it.
Watching from his unique vantage point, Castalani felt a moment of relief, thinking perhaps he was being used as a decoy, somebody to lure Falcone to the boat. But it was only for a fleeting moment, as the SEALs ignored him completely, leaving him secured to the chair.
Moore ran to the still unconscious bodyguard, tied him, and taped his mouth. Two of the SEALs rushed down to the main cabin then out the door, taking their places, one forward, one aft, waiting for the word to cast off mooring lines.
Falcone started struggling and kicking with his legs, but Grant held him firm, dragging him to the second chair then shoved him into it. He motioned for Adler, who pulled a bigger strip of tape and started wrapping it around Falcone, pulling him tighter against the backrest. The Italian swiveled his head rapidly back and forth, frantically trying to see what was happening to him, trying to figure out who was doing it, totally shocked and stunned.
When Adler was finished, Grant stood in front of Falcone, with legs apart, arms folded across his body, taking the “in charge” stance. He stared down at the man who had Agent Sam Fierra killed for no apparent, freakin’ reason, after Fierra was merely trying to give the weasel a head’s up. Grant would never be able to figure that out, never understand the bullshit reasoning by “Mafia man.”
With the power he held for so long, controlling so many of his “soldiers,” Falcone had probably never seen an intimidating look before. No one had ever dared. But he sure as hell was seeing one now from the brown, penetrating eyes of Grant Stevens.
Grant gave a quick, slight jerk of his head toward Russo, who knew that was his queue, and he stepped between the two chairs.
The speech had been memorized and would be brief: “Signore Falcone, we have given you Signore Castalani as promised. We thank you for allowing us to retrieve what was stolen by him from the American compound.” Both Italians thought their hearts would burst through their chests, blood pounded against their eardrums, the fear escalating rapidly.
Russo looked from one man to the other as he continued: “But we were saddened to learn that Agent Sam Fierra’s death was from unnatural causes and not accidental. Therefore, signori (gentlemen), we must do what is necessary. We are not sure if either of you will completely understand this… but it is payback time.”
Castalani’s eyes started to roll back in his head, until Russo snapped a finger against his cheek. “Don’t think so, Mr. Castalani. You’re gonna be awake for this!”
Grant waved Adler forward as he stepped toward the windshield, drawing the curtains aside. “Boatswain’s Mate” Joe Adler stood before the wheel, checking that both starboard and port running lights were on. Then he turned the key and primed the engines. He pressed the button, and the powerful twin engines roared to life.
Moore was standing on the aft deck, waiting for Grant’s okay. Once he got the nod, he immediately signaled Cranston and Womack to use their knives to slice through the lines, then he came forward to the bridge.
Adler moved the throttle slowly forward, and the yacht started on its journey into the Tyrrhenian Sea.
Watching from the guardhouse, the two security men merely glanced at the yacht leaving the harbor, hardly giving it a second thought. It wasn’t anything unusual for Don Falcone to take his yacht for midnight cruises. They turned their backs from the pier, each lighting up a cigarette.
* * *
Grant stood on the bridge, with a hand resting on the handle of the .45 in his holster. He briefly glanced at his watch, the right side of his mouth curving into a smile. They were ahead of schedule.
He looked at Adler handling this large craft as easily as he handles his ’67 Ford Mustang. Then he glanced at the two Italians, staring wide-eyed at each other, wishing he could get into their heads right about now. What the two didn’t know was they were in for an even bigger surprise, a bigger rude awakening.

Chapter 21

Leaving Palermo Harbor
The Tyrrhenian Sea, a smaller water body of the Mediterranean Sea, was bounded by the islands of Corsica and Sardinia to the west, with mainland Italy’s regions of Tuscany, Lazio, Campania, Basilicata and Calabria to the east. Its maximum depth was twelve thousand four hundred eighteen feet.
The yacht “Sacco di Soldi” was cruising out of Palermo harbor, with a destination somewhere in the Tyrrhenian Sea. She was on a northeast heading, with coordinates 38N 13E, about four miles off the coast of Sicily.
The yacht cut through a wide, trailing wake of a cargo vessel now off its starboard bow, slowly making its way to the docks. Within minutes, she was clear of the harbor, and Adler pushed the throttle forward again. The bow started rising from the sea, as he accelerated the boat to her top cruising speed of fifteen knots. Once she reached that speed, he eased back slightly on the throttle, and her bow settled down.
Grant turned to Moore. “Ray, prepare the boat for launch.”
“Aye, aye, sir.” Moore signaled for Simpson and Lewis to follow him to the forward deck.
Simpson cranked up the motor of the hydraulic winch, swinging it starboard until the hook hung over the nine foot, white Zodiac. Keeping his eyes on Moore for directions, he lowered the hook until Lewis was able to reach it, finally attaching it to the boat hook. All they had to do was wait for Grant’s order to launch.
Russo stood next to Grant. “Anything else you want me to do here?”
“Why don’t you remove the tape from our friends’ mouths, Vince? Nobody’s around to hear whatever they might say or yell.”
Russo grabbed a corner of the tape on Castalani and ripped it off, then did the same to Falcone.
The Mafia boss jerked his head back and winced, then ran his tongue across his lips several times. Staring at Grant through dark eyes, he let loose with a string of Italian verbiage.
“Not happy?” Grant smirked. “Don’t think I heard anything in there with the word ‘lupo,’ Vince.”
Russo laughed. “You’re right about that, sir. He sure as hell hasn’t wished us any luck! And if you don’t mind, I’d rather not translate the rest.”
“You’re excused, Vince.”
Grant took off his cammie hat, then stepped out the port side door and stood by the rail. Wrapping his hands around the smooth metal, he looked down at the seawater rushing by, feeling the cool breeze. He leaned slightly over the rail, then turned his head as he looked toward the bow. The boat hit a slight swell, and a spray of seawater splashed against his face. Wiping a hand across his eyes, he drew in a deep breath, then let his eyes roam across the sky.
There were times he missed being at sea, being aboard one of “Uncle Sam’s” ships. Although, as a SEAL and since working for NIS, he still found himself above and below decks of an assortment of vessels. He lost count of the number of destroyers, cruisers, subs, and carriers he had to take care of business aboard.
Scanning the immediate world around him, he only saw blackness, unable to distinguish where sea met sky. Running lights from other vessels were nowhere to be seen. It was a perfect night.
“Approaching our coordinates, Skipper,” Adler said over his shoulder.
Grant walked onto the bridge, smoothed back his hair, and put on his hat as he closed the door. “Vince, have Paul and Ken help you gather up our gear, then standby starboard side.” Russo climbed down the ladder and maneuvered around the furniture in the cabin.
Adler checked his coordinates, then started easing back on the throttle until they were moving at barely five knots.
“Here,” Grant said, reaching for the wheel. “I’ll take over while you go do your thing below deck.” Adler gave up control and left.
Out of the corner of his eye, Grant reveled in seeing the two Italians squirming in their chairs, trying desperately to loosen the bindings that securely held them in place. Now they were both shouting, not at each other, but something more along the lines of panic.
A short time later, Adler returned to the bridge, with Grant asking, “Got the remote?”
Adler patted his top pocket. “Safe and secure.”
“Guess it’s time,” Grant commented, easing back on the throttle until the engines started sputtering. He turned the wheel hard to port as fast and as far as he could. The yacht responded, beginning to travel in a large circle, as Grant held on. It wasn’t going to matter if it started drifting on the currents. How far and where could it go, after all?
Without waiting for Grant to ask, Adler picked up a role of duct tape. Running a piece around a metal spoke of the wheel several times, he then fastened the longer end to the wheel housing by running it completely around the metal surface at least five times, finally ripping the piece from the roll. He dropped the roll in his rucksack, then seeing a section of rope, he muttered, “May as well not take any chances.” Using the rope, he tied the wheel as a precaution. Finally, he said to Grant, “Think we need to make haste.”
Grant shouted to Moore, “Ray! Lower that boat starboard!”
“Aye, aye, sir!”
“Come on, Joe.” Adler grabbed his gear and followed Grant through the main cabin, then went to starboard side. “Ken, Vince, go forward and grab that line. Pull that boat here.” He pointed to the opening in the railing where the gangplank had been. Swiveling his head, he saw the short ladder, resting against the stern’s bulkhead. He ran to retrieve it. From the bridge, he heard panic shouting, maybe screaming was more the word. It was like music to his ears.
Once the Zodiac was hovering just above the water, Russo signaled the three men manning the winch on the upper forward deck to give him more slack. He grabbed the rope that was fastened near the outboard engine and began pulling the boat along the side of the yacht until it was below where Grant was standing. “A little more slack,” he shouted. “Okay, hold it!”
Grant leaned past him and attached the ladder to the side of the yacht. “Joe, you’re driving.”
Adler climbed into the Zodiac. He grabbed the end of a rope attached to the bow and tossed it up to Grant, who wrapped it around the rail. Adler had Russo tie off his end.
Once the boat was secure, Adler released the hook, signaled Moore to haul the cable out of the way, then he took up his position by the outboard motor, and started the engine.
Within a matter of seconds, everyone had gathered along the starboard deck, passed the gear to Russo, then one by one they climbed down into the Zodiac.
Grant took one more look up at the bridge before getting into the boat, stepping around gear stacked down its middle, taking a position on the starboard side.
With everyone kneeling around the Zodiac’s perimeter, ready to end this mission, Grant gave the order. “Release the lines! Kick it in the ass, Joe!”
* * *
The Zodiac flew across the water, spraying seawater over everyone. Every so often it would hit a slight swell with a loud “thump,” as it bounced across the wave.
They were already nearly a thousand yards from the yacht, when Grant looked back through his Starlighter, satisfied the vessel was still on its circular course.
“Slow as you go,” he shouted to Adler. He pulled his penlight from his pocket, then took a time check. “Keep your eyes out, men.”
Everyone began searching the sky, waiting, listening, when Simpson called out, “Two o’clock!”
They all turned, focusing on a bright light in the distance. It continued moving toward them, with the noise getting louder, a distinct sound of chopper rotors.
“Move it, Joe!” Grant slid the scope into a rucksack, then lit off one of the pencil flares, waving it side to side, high overhead.
The Chinook started descending, rotating one hundred eighty degrees, until the “ass end” was facing the Zodiac. Inside the cargo area the lights were on. The chopper was now low enough that someone could be seen standing close to the end of the ramp, someone signaling with a flashlight. The chopper continued descending.
“Joe! Get her lined up!” Grant shouted.
With the noise from both the chopper and the engine of the Zodiac, Adler shouted practically at the top of his lungs, “Gutsy move, Skipper!”
Moving in closer from their hundred yard position, they were now seventy yards away when the ass end of the chopper touched water. The pilot raised the nose slightly, at the same time pushing the stick forward, but barely. More seawater rushed into the open bay.
The man in the helo flashed the word “go” in Morse Code. Adler turned the handle of the throttle, steadily aiming the boat dead ahead.
Hanging onto the rope circling the top of the Zodiac, the SEALs leaned forward, steadying and balancing themselves as the boat rocked from the rotor wash kicking up the sea around them. The rocking grew more violent the closer it got, but Adler held steady.
With the Zodiac less than fifty feet away, the man inside the chopper lowered himself into a half crouch, trying to peer through the heavy spray of water being kicked up. Water already covered the lower part of his black boots. Hanging onto a rope secured to the inside bulkhead of the helo, he was prepared to jump out of harm’s way at the snap of a finger.
At fifteen feet, Adler cut the engine and forced the prop out of the water, just as the Zodiac slid into the chopper.
The SEALs jumped out, grabbed their gear, and rushed forward. Grant and Adler drew their knives and slashed the Zodiac’s shell, and quickly shoved it into the sea. With the churning water, it wasn’t long before the boat disappeared.
The stranger standing with them made sure everyone was clear, then signaled the co-pilot with a thumb’s up. Immediately, the chopper started its vertical climb, briefly with its nose up, dumping the sea water from its “belly” as it rose.
The SEALs came together near the door, waiting for the final move, waiting for Grant to deal with Falcone and Castalani.
Grant turned his attention to the open starboard side door, his eyes zeroing in on the yacht. He felt a tap on his shoulder and he turned.
“Captain Stevens?” the man inquired, as he took off his helmet and goggles, then tucked them under his arm.
Grant responded, “Yes, sir.”
“Jack Edwards, Captain.” The two men slapped their hands together in a firm, steady grip.
“Helluva pickup, sir!” Grant laughed. But before Edwards had time to say anything further, Grant said, “Wait one, sir. We’ve gotta put the period on this op.” He looked across at Adler. “Do it now, Joe.”
Adler stepped to the door and pulled the remote from his pocket. The size of a pack of cigarettes, the remote had a preset frequency, had a green button for safety, and a red for armed, with a toggle switch on the side for transmitting the signal.
They all stared at the yacht, first noticing a small yellow glow from somewhere deep below deck. Following in the blink of an eye, an orange-red ball of fire lit up the sky and sea with a horrific sound. The once glorious yacht was blown to smithereens, along with the men who had evil in their hearts.
Bits and pieces of flaming debris continued falling, scattering across the water. Within just a matter of minutes, all that remained of the “Sacco di Soldi” was a debris field, starting to spread, drifting on the current.
The SEALs turned away, moved closer to the forward section, then sat on the deck, glad it was over, and tired as hell.
Grant turned to Edwards, anticipating a question. He asked Adler over his shoulder, “No need to worry about the gas, right, Joe?”
Adler came closer. “Right, skipper. I made sure the canister was destroyed by wrapping it inside some C-4, so it should’ve been underwater, but whatever drifted into the air, I’m sure quickly evaporated. I know one of the ways to be protected is to be higher than the gas, which we definitely are.”
“That answer your question, sir?” Grant smiled at Edwards.
Edwards slapped Grant’s shoulder. “Appreciate what you all did for Agent Fierra.”
“It never should’ve happened, sir,” Grant responded, shaking his head. “Falcone was a bastard for taking him down like that.” Edwards nodded in agreement. Grant leaned forward, looking around Edwards, toward the cockpit. “Say, who the hell is flying this thing? We’re gonna have to buy all of you a drink one of these days!”
“You said you wanted somebody who could fly, and I couldn’t think of anybody more qualified than a friend of mine, Pete Davis. We flew together in Korea.”
“Well, he did one helluva job, sir! You all did. And I won’t even ask where and how you acquired the chopper!”
“Aww, c’mon, Captain. Just like you, we have our ways.”
Adler stood next to Grant, looking at Edwards, as he thought how lucky Edwards was. Compliments to Agency folks by the Skipper weren’t usually handed out easily or frequently!
“I’ll make introductions when we’ve got a spare minute,” Edwards responded, “but in the meantime, where do you boys want to go now?”
“Need to get Joe back to AFN, sir, then we could use a ride to Naples. Possible?”
Edwards turned and headed for the cockpit, saying, “I’ll see what I can do!”
AFN
0250 Hours
EOD tech Doug Taylor received a radio call from a chopper pilot, informing him they were delivering passengers to AFN. With everyone still on alert after the attack, Taylor notified the marines to expect the arrival of a Chinook.
At 0250 hours, the chopper touched down in the compound. Even with the blades of the helo still rotating, the SEALs jumped from the open door, leaving their gear on board, and headed for the barracks.
Adler walked to the door and sat down, dangling his legs over the side, waiting for Grant, who was talking with Edwards.
Within five minutes, Grant finally met up with him. “Listen, Joe, Edwards is gonna wait while I put in a quick call to the admiral. You go see your men, then report back. If I’m not here, meet me in the tech’s office.” He slapped Adler’s arm, before running off to the AFN building.
* * *
Sam Wright put the call through, then left Grant alone. Grant relayed complete details of the op, ending with the demise of the yacht and its passengers.
“Okay, Grant,” Torrinson sighed. “Fill in your ‘dance card’ and come on home.”
“Aye, aye, sir. Jack Edwards is flying us to Naples. We’ll wait for a Space-A flight.”
“Negative.”
“Sir?”
“I’ll take care of it. You just check in.”
“Yes, sir. Thanks.” A knock at the door, and Adler came in. Grant waved him over.
“Joe’s here, Admiral. I’ll let him give you a report on the tunnel and munitions.” Grant handed the receiver to Adler, then he left.
* * *
Leaning against the edge of the helo’s open door, Grant looked around at the compound, where just a short time ago, hell broke loose.
Keith Wagner arranged for the Diavoli dead to be taken away. Whether or not families were contacted, was up to the funeral home. Grant had no idea on Italian protocol for burials, and he really didn’t have concern about those men.
And as far as the injured, innocent victims, they were all accounted for in Catania, and would be released soon, returning to their homes.
The marines were still pulling duty, but for how long was still unclear. With the tunnel sealed and all munitions removed, the only security needed would be for the facility itself, and that should be at a minimum. The fence had yet to be repaired, security cameras would be installed, and marines were to be posted at the main gate, 24/7.
Grant turned to see Adler heading toward him. “Well, Joe, you fill in your AAR (after action report)?”
“Affirmative, Skipper. Had Sam put me through to command at Little Creek.”
“Now what?” Grant asked.
“Gotta get the stuff outta here. They’ve scheduled a couple of trucks out of Naples, coming across the Straits of Messina by ferry.”
“What about the canisters, Joe? They’re not going by truck, are they?”
“Negative. The commission’s flying in a team of experts. They’ll take the stuff outta here with a chopper, I guess. In any case, they’ll finally be out of our hands.”
“Any idea on how much longer you and your team will be here?”
“I’d say at least another week.”
Grant nodded. “I’ve gotta get out of here. Hang on a sec.” Jogging over to the barracks, he shouted to his men, “Let’s go! Your ride leaves in five minutes!”
Walking across the compound, Grant was followed by the SEALs and EOD. As they approached the helo, a sound of applause and whistles greeted them, as the men from AFN gathered around.
Unaccustomed to receiving any accolades, or any welcome home greetings, the teams were caught completely off guard.
After shaking hands and accepting thanks, Grant’s men climbed aboard the helo.
Edwards was standing by the door, and Adler reached up, offering his hand. “Appreciate what you did for us, sir.” Grant was nodding in agreement.
“My pleasure, Joe. We don’t get to utilize past skills all too often these days,” he laughed. Giving a brief wave, he turned and walked to the cockpit.
Grant finally said, “Time to get my ass outta here, too.”
As he started putting a foot up on the edge of the chopper, Adler pulled him back. “Listen, Skipper,” he began, “there’s no way I would have thought something like this could’ve happened, you know, me of all people needing to be rescued.”
“Hey, it could happen to any of us, any time when we’re out there, Joe. But you know that when we’re out, at least we’re prepared. You guys were caught off guard, without defenses. Like I told Grigori, you did what you had to do to stay alive, you and your men, Joe.”
Adler reached for Grant’s hand, both men holding onto the other’s firmly. “Thanks, Skipper.”
Grant turned and got in the helo, glancing over at Edwards, signaling a go for takeoff. As the helo started its climb, Grant leaned toward the open door, and shouted to Adler, “See you Stateside, Lieutenant!”

Chapter 22

Capodichino Airport
Naples
With a couple of hours left until flight time, Grant and the team agreed to find a food court and chow down while they had the chance.
Grant finished his Snickers bar and carton of milk, then excused himself, while he looked for a phone. He stood in the phone booth, hesitating. Then, he finally made the decision to call.
“Communications. Petty Officer Harmon.”
“Petty officer, this is Captain Stevens. Is Lieutenant Palmer in?”
“She just went into a meeting, sir. From what I understand, it’s expected to last a good two hours. Would you like to leave a message?” Grant remained silent. “Sir, would you like to leave a message?”
“No. No message, petty officer. Thanks.”
* * *
The team stood together, just inside the passenger waiting area. Admiral Torrinson performed his “magic” and they were assured of seats on what was to be a full flight, with a mix of dependents and transferees. When the call finally came to board, they picked up their gear, and walked onto the chartered Capitol Airlines 707.
Holding their gear in front of them, they maneuvered down the narrow aisle, with their eyes focused on the very last rows. They stored their gear in the overhead bins, and grabbed blankets and pillows, before settling into their seats.
Grant looked out the window, watching an airport worker yank piece after piece of luggage from a two-tiered cart, tossing each one on a slow-moving conveyor belt, each piece ending up in the belly of the 707. He leaned back as he pulled down the window shade, silently hoping he wouldn’t be hearing his name called again.
Fifteen minutes later, the plane was rolled back from the gate. The pilot received a final salute, then he taxied to Runway 19R. They were third in line waiting for takeoff.
A stewardess, wearing the airlines’ uniform of a red jacket and matching short skirt, with black, two-inch heels, walked slowly down the aisle, swiveling her head side to side, checking that luggage was stowed and seatbelts were fastened, asking passengers if they needed blankets or pillows.
She stopped near the last row of seats, and with a sweet smile, she looked at the face of each man. All seven men were sound asleep.
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