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Аннотация
"Operation Redemption"

Funded by the CIA, the covert op, a plan to rescue five American POWs in Vietnam, ended in failure. For Grant Stevens and his SEAL Team, the SAR mission was one of the most emotional they ever attempted. It would not be forgotten.
Years Later — The news hits the Agency like a bombshell. American POWs are still being held — but not in Vietnam. Is it possible they're the same five men from the failed mission? To Stevens this matters little. The men must be brought home.
Not often in his line of work does a second chance come along, but he's about to get that second chance. This time he'll make it right — even if it means making the ultimate sacrifice.


Jamie Fredric
Sacrifice of One

For All Those Who Served


“Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue.”
— Admiral Chester Nimitz



Prologue

Along the Border of
Laos and North Vietnam
Near Mu Gia Pass
2200 Hours
March 1975
The Mu Gia Pass is a mountain pass in the Annamite Range between northern Vietnam and Laos, and the principal point of entry into the Ho Chi Minh Trail through Laos. All around the Pass the NVA (North Vietnamese Army) had built up air defenses with AAA (anti-aircraft artillery). Both entrances are now protected by SAM-2s (surface-to-air missiles), making air support for Grant Stevens and his SEAL Team practically nil.
From nearly twenty-eight thousand feet, with their DZ (drop zone) thirty miles away from the intended target, they made their jump from a C-130 Hercules.
This HAHO jump was one of the highest, most difficult, and dangerous for the SEALs. It was a mission for which each man had volunteered. They were attempting the rescue of five American POWs.
The United States government had these men officially listed as MIAs. Recent intel gathered by the CIA indicates they are, in fact, POWs. Their recent transfer from Thai Hoa to the Mu Gia Pass location prompted a plan for their rescue.
Why these five men were never declared as POWs by the North Vietnamese mattered little to the SEALs. Their mission was to bring them home.
Their LZ was a small clearing on a plateau above Mu Gia Pass, about one klick west of the compound identified by the CIA. If all went as planned, and if luck stayed on their side, a Huey gunship would extract them from inside the compound.
Taking a chance by calling in a chopper was a risky move, to be sure, but it was the fastest way for extraction. And not knowing the condition of the POWs, it was imperative to get them out without a dangerous trek back through the jungle. If a chopper couldn’t land, or if disaster struck, only then would the jungle become their last chance for survival.
* * *
The temperature was hovering around fifty-five degrees when the SEALs’ boots hit the ground. This evening had been specifically chosen for their mission. The weather, light cloud coverage, and no moon were all the right conditions.
Already dressed in full camouflage with green paint streaking their faces, they gathered up their chutes and rucksacks, then ran to the edge of the jungle, quickly burying the jump gear. They took some time to let their eyes grow more accustomed to the darkness, and allowing their senses to tune into the sounds of the Vietnam jungle.
They each checked their equipment: pencil flares, H.E. (high explosive) hand grenades, extra clips of fifty rounds each for their Uzis, a .45 with silencer and two extra clips, medical kit with atropine, quinine tablets, flashlight, and water.
Grant took a reading from his compass, glanced around, then motioned his men forward. There’d be no stopping until they reached the camp and the POWs. They lowered their NVGs (night vision goggles).
Tall trees formed a thick canopy over the forest. During daytime hours, perhaps only slivers of sunlight could filter through. Heavy vines dipped low to the ground. Some reattached themselves to trees on the opposite side, criss-crossing the forest. Different varieties of palms, ferns, and moss covered the jungle floor. The smells of decaying plant matter and dead animals permeated the air.
Navigating through the dense foliage would be tricky and dangerous, at best, but they had to be exceptionally wary of other hazards, natural to the environment. Snakes. King cobras, kraits, and bamboo vipers, any one of which could cause paralysis or death. There were centipedes and scorpions, harder to see, but still dangerous.
But this was to be the SEALs intended route. They dared not follow any paths, where the chance of walking into booby-traps increased dramatically. Hidden and disguised, the traps were meant to maim or kill in a heartbeat. Even though they’d probably make better time along a beaten down path, they couldn’t take that risk with so much at stake.
* * *
Separating from one another, they moved slowly, methodically, as they followed a small stream. This was the same stream that meandered through their LZ. It eventually flowed over a limestone cliff, tumbling down into the Mu Gia Pass.
Somewhere in the distance, south and southeast of their position, there was a muffled sound of gunfire and rumblings from explosions, sounding like distant thunder. Two months earlier, in January, the VC had recaptured all the territory it had lost during the previous dry season. President Thieu declared the Paris Peace Accord was no longer in effect. Another dry season offensive had begun.
Unlike the chaos beginning again in South Vietnam, the SEALs were facing absolute quiet ahead of them. Grant began to worry. He didn’t like the feeling gnawing at his insides. Could the intel be completely inaccurate? Is it possible the POWs are no longer being held at the compound? Or maybe they were never there.
According to the coordinates given to him, Grant determined the compound was less than two hundred yards from their present position. He signaled for his men, and one by one, they gathered around him. They’d stay closer together until the compound came into view.
By now they had expected to hear something, anything, from the compound, even at this late hour. The silence was eerie… but more than anything, it was unsettling.
Continuing forward, their senses went into overdrive. Now, more than ever, they’d have to be aware of booby-traps set around the camp. Whether there were prisoners inside or not, the possibility was still very real.
The hundred fifty yards they just covered seemed to take hours. Finally, Grant held up his fist, bringing everyone to a stop. He motioned them to him. He flipped up the NVGs, then looked through a Starlighter.
In a small clearing ahead, no bigger than a half football field wide and half again as deep, were two huts, one slightly larger than the other. They were constructed from bamboo, with palm fronds covering the roofs. Both were raised off the ground about three feet. There still wasn’t any sign of movement.
Grant brushed a hand across his forehead and eyes, wiping away beads of sweat, part from the humidity and part from a past mission flashing through his mind.
Only a few years earlier he and Chief Kilborn parachuted behind enemy lines into North Vietnam. An exploding booby-trap threw them into a “hell hole” where POWs had been held at one time. It wasn’t until the U.S. airstrike was over, that they were able to scramble out of the pit, then hustle back through the jungle to their extraction site.
Moving the scope, he looked for any sign of an underground prison, usually nothing more than a filthy pit with a bamboo “gate” covering the opening. A bad feeling started coursing through his body. Could this be another trap like the one he and Kilborn had run into?
His men were all shaking their heads. No activity had been seen. Grant had no choice. He signaled, sending two of his men to search the back of the small compound.
Stowing the scope in his rucksack, he flipped down the NVGs. He and the other four men started forward slowly, watching the ground, watching the compound, watching the ground. Finally, they were just outside the perimeter. Still nothing. If they didn’t find any POWs, or any trace they’d even been here, he was going to Langley and personally beat the shit out of the bastard who fed them wrong intel.
Still no sign of guards. This wasn’t good. Grant’s eyes searched along the perimeter, systematically looking for any tripwires. He motioned for his men to separate and start into the compound with him.
He stopped, seeing his two men appear from the back of the compound, shaking their heads. He held up his hand, palm facing them, signaling for them to stay where they were. He and the other men continued across the camp cautiously, leaving space between each other, turning around with every couple of steps, alert to any sound.
When they reached the middle of the compound, Grant signaled two of his men to search inside the huts, two to inspect the opposite perimeter. Two others stood guard with their weapons primed and ready.
He started inspecting the compound, looking for any sign the POWs had been here. He stopped every few feet, trying to focus on anything out of the ordinary. Stepping closer to the perimeter, taking careful steps, he followed it around toward the larger hut.
There was something different in the way the ground looked about three feet ahead of him. As he stepped closer, he could tell it had been disturbed. Leaves and broken fronds were trampled into the soft earth. The path led off into the jungle. He took a short step forward, looking further down the path, seeing evidence that a machete had been used to hack off low-hanging limbs and fronds. The knot in his stomach was twisting tighter than a mooring line.
He looked down. Something just in front of his boots caught his eye, and he squatted down. Picking up a small twig, he moved aside some dead leaves, then he just stared. It still hadn’t dried completely, but there wasn’t a doubt in his military mind what it was — vomit, coffee ground-looking vomit, which meant somebody’s stomach was bleeding.
Hearing a signal from his men, he hurried over to the hut. They were pointing to the middle step. More of the same type vomit was on the edge. Some had dripped over the side.
Grant sat down heavily on the bottom step. Laying his weapon across his knees, he slumped forward, slowly shaking his head in disbelief. His men stood by in silence.
They were here — the American POWs had been here. Grant and his men were too late.

Chapter 1

Washington, D.C.
Grant’s Apartment
June 1978
1730 Hours
The fifth floor furnished apartment on Virginia Avenue overlooked the Potomac River. Within the nine hundred square foot space was a small kitchen, one bedroom, one bath, and living room, with simple furnishings throughout, no pictures, no curtains. Easy to take care of, easy to move out of when new orders were received. That’s all Grant Stevens needed or wanted.
He was in the bedroom pulling a white skivvy shirt over his head when he heard a knock at the door. “Wait one!” He smoothed back his brown hair, still damp after his shower.
Walking across the carpeted hallway in his stocking feet, he tucked his shirt into the back of his dark blue slacks as he opened the door. “Hey, Joe! Come on in. You’re early.”
“That’s because I’m hungry,” Adler indicated by patting his stomach. He closed the door behind him.
“Like that’s a surprise!” Grant laughed, while he buckled his belt. All the years they’d known one another, Adler had hardly changed. The clear blue eyes were still sharp, the same crew cut — albeit with a few more gray hairs, the rugged face, his 5’10” frame still held a body weight hovering around one eighty. Grant always said he was built like a brick shithouse.
“How about a beer?” Grant asked as he stepped into the kitchen to the right of the front door.
“Sure. I’ll have one.” Unzipping his beige windbreaker, he asked, “How ya doing, skipper?” He took the cold bottle Grant handed him.
“Doin’ good.”
“Weren’t you supposed to see Doc Irwin today?” Adler pointed to Grant’s shoulder. The lower part of a scar showed just below his T-shirt sleeve.
“Yeah, I did. He finally released me from his clutches.”
Following Grant into the living room, Adler asked, “So I take it your shoulder’s good as new?”
Grant motioned for Adler to sit on the couch as he answered, “Never will be good as new, Joe, but shouldn’t limit my activities, and it feels a helluva lot better than before. Got back from the pool about an hour ago. Did my usual number of laps without a problem.”
“What was that? Two?” Adler smirked.
“Smart ass. Made it to three!”
Light from a bright, setting sun began streaming through the double windows. Grant walked past Adler. “So, where do you want to go for dinner?” he asked as he adjusted the blinds.
“I’m in the mood for steak. Wait a minute! I know! Maybe we could get steak!”
“While you decide which, and where, I’ll go finish dressing.” Just then, the phone rang. Grant turned around and came back to the couch, picking up the receiver on the end table. “Stevens.”
“How the hell are ya, Grant?”
It took Grant a second before finally recognizing the voice. “Well, I’ll be damned! Tony!” He backed up then sat on the couch armrest, grinning from ear to ear. Tony Mullins was the CIA agent aboard the USS Bronson, during the time the Russians attempted a takeover of the sophisticated ship.
Mullins laughed. “Long time no hear, buddy!”
Adler leaned toward the receiver, saying, “How ya doing, Agent Mullins?”
“That was Joe, Tony. So, when’d you get back in town?”
“Arrived from Korea a week ago. Sorry I didn’t make contact sooner.”
“Not a problem. I’m just glad you called! Where the hell are you now?”
“At Langley.”
“Of course. A place near and dear to my heart,” Grant laughed. “Hey, listen! We were getting ready to go grab a bite to eat. Why don’t you meet us? We’ve got some catching up to do.” Grant took a swig of beer, waiting for a response. “Tony?”
“We need to talk, Grant.”
Grant put the bottle on the coffee table, giving Adler one of his oh shit looks. Adler scooted forward near the edge of the cushion, rolling the cold bottle between his palms, staring up at Grant.
“I’m listening.”
“Can you and Joe come out to Langley tonight?”
“Sure. I suppose we can.”
“You both still have White House clearances, right?”
“Yeah, we do. I’m assuming that’s a ‘just in case,’ right?”
“Roger that. I’ll leave word and your passes at security, then you come to the lobby. I’ll meet you there. How does 2000 hours sound?”
Grant checked his submariner. “We can do it. Tony, you know I’ve gotta ask, but has Admiral Torrinson been brought in on whatever the hell this is about?”
“The director should be informing him as we speak. Look, Grant, I’m sorry I can’t fill you in right now, but… ”
“No explanation necessary. It’s all part of the game we play. See you at 2000 hours.” Grant hung up, lingering briefly before hearing Adler.
“What the hell’s goin’ on?”
“Not a clue,” Grant answered. “We’re meeting Tony at Langley. He’ll fill us in when we get there.”
“I take it we’re not eating,” Adler said disappointed. He took a last mouthful of beer, then carried the bottle to the garbage pail in the kitchen.
“We can get something on the way.” Grant grabbed his beer off the table, and followed Adler toward the kitchen. As he turned down the hallway to the bedroom, he said over his shoulder, “There’s some leftover roast beef in the fridge if you want to make a sandwich. There should be some Swiss cheese.”
“No steak, but I suppose it’ll have do,” Adler mumbled. “Do you want me to make you one?”
“Negative.”
Reaching into the fridge, Adler pulled out a dish of rare roast beef, cheese, a loaf of white bread, and a bottle of yellow mustard.
Grant stood in front of the dresser mirror buttoning his light blue, long-sleeve Oxford shirt. He tried to come up with a reason for Mullins’ call, a reason to go to Langley. Nothing came to mind.
He gave his hair a quick comb, then stepped into his loafers, grabbing his black windbreaker from a hanger. As he walked to the kitchen, he swallowed the last mouthful of beer, and dropped the bottle in the trash next to the stove. Looking up at Adler, he laughed. “You got enough stuffed in your mouth?” Adler’s cheeks were bulging with sandwich material. “You look like an overgrown chipmunk.”
Adler pushed the last food remnants in with a finger. “I was hungry… and in a hurry! You sure we’re stopping on the way?”
Grabbing his keys from the side table, Grant slung his windbreaker over his shoulder. “Get a couple of root beers from the fridge.” As he opened the door, Adler handed him a bottle. “Come on,” Grant said, “and wipe those crumbs from your shirt. No crumbs allowed in the Vette!”

Chapter 2

CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia
1945 Hours
The H-shaped, 1.4 million square foot building housing CIA Headquarters was built from precast concrete. In 1959 President Eisenhower placed a time capsule and laid the cornerstone. Afterwards, the capsule and cornerstone were removed for safekeeping until the building was completed. In 1961 President Kennedy presided over the dedication.
As unremarkable as the outside of the building is, the lobby is just as simple, but full of impact. On the north wall is the Memorial Wall, with stars carved into it representing those who gave all for their country. All the stars are spaced six inches apart from each other, as are all the rows.
Beneath the stars is the “Book of Honor,” encased in stainless steel and topped by an inch-thick plate of glass. Inside the book are the stars, with the names of the CIA employees, arranged by year of death. There are stars without names, names that will never be divulged.
On the south wall is the Memorial Wall dedicated to the OSS (Office of Strategic Services), the precursor to the CIA, also with names and stars.
Etched into the main wall is a biblical verse which characterizes the intelligence mission in a free society: “And ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free.”
After passing through security, Grant pulled his ‘74 black Corvette sport coupe into a “visitor” parking space. He and Adler got out with Adler looking at him over the car’s roof. “So, are you excited about being here?” he asked with a smirk.
Grant raised an eyebrow. “Funny man. Let’s go.”
Both doors slammed simultaneously. As Adler came around the back of the car, he glanced at the California license plate: JSTDOIT. We do! he laughed to himself.
They stood in the lobby in front of the Memorial Wall, reading names in the “Book of Honor,” when they heard, “Grant! Joe!” Tony Mullins waved, as he jogged toward them. He wore a dark gray suit, with a long-sleeve white shirt, and a diagonally-striped red and blue tie, a totally different look than when he was aboard theBronson. He was about 5’10”, the same height as Adler, and about three inches shorter than Grant.
The three men shook hands with firm, enthusiastic grips. Grant slapped Mullins’ shoulder. “Hey! What happened to the beard and long hair?”
“Had to leave the ‘mountain man’ image behind when I left the Bronson.” He laughed as he ran a hand over his face, showing signs of stubble from what had probably already been a long day. He turned to Adler. “How you doing, Joe?”
“I’m good, sir.”
“Joe, don’t you think it’s time you called me ‘Tony’?”
“I’ll try, sir… I mean, Tony.”
“Hey, before I forget. I never got a chance to congratulate both of you on the new ranks.” After the Bronson incident, Grant received the new rank of captain and Adler, lieutenant(j.g.).
“Thanks, Tony,” Grant smiled.
“Yeah, Tony,” Adler said.
“Come on,” Mullins said, as he started down the main hallway. “We may as well get this show on the road.”
* * *
Located off a side corridor on the main floor, the small conference room has three windows, all facing the corridor. White metal blinds cover each window. A rectangular table with eight barrel-style, brown Naugahyde-covered swivel chairs occupy a good portion of the space. Against the back wall is a narrow credenza with two phones, one black, one red, and a movie projector. The opposite wall has a rolled up projection screen secured to the ceiling.
Mullins opened the door, motioning for Grant and Adler to go ahead of him. “Have a seat, gentlemen.” He leaned out the door and called, “Cynthia, could you please bring us a pot of coffee? Thanks.” Closing the door, he removed his suit jacket, draped it over a chair, and finally took a seat opposite the two men.
Grant rested his elbows on the arms of the chair, with his fingers forming a teepee. He tapped his fingers together. “Okay, Tony. It’s not like we’re not glad to see you, but out with it. Tell us why we’re here.”
Mullins stared at Adler then shifted his eyes to Grant. “I know I probably don’t have to ask this question, Grant, but do you remember a day in March, 1975, Vietnam?”
Grant’s stomach tightened. He abruptly got up and stood behind the chair, then turned to face Mullins. “It made me and my whole team sick.” His spit the words out between clenched teeth. “We were that close,” he said, indicating less than half an inch with this fingers, “that damn close! And you’re damn right I remember.”
He jammed his hands into his side pockets, walking around the table near Mullins. Mullins had learned a lot about Grant and Adler during the brief time they were aboard the Bronson. Now, as he looked at Grant, he could see the frustration, the questions, the pain of not completing a mission everyone had such high hopes for. And knowing this man as he did, he undoubtedly had unwarranted guilt for not being able to make it happen.
There was a knock at the door, and Mullins said, “Come in.”
A slender women, in her late fifties, with short salt and pepper hair entered, carrying a stainless steel coffee pot. “Here you are, Tony.”
“Thanks, Cynthia,” he said taking the pot.
“There are cups in the credenza,” she pointed. “Will you need anything else?”
“No, Cynthia. Why don’t you go home?” She gave a brief smile, then closed the door quietly behind her.
Mullins put the coffee pot on the table, then walked around to the credenza, taking out three plain white ceramic mugs from a deep drawer.
Grant and Adler remained quiet, but now Grant’s brain started processing. He stood by his chair, with his hands gripping the backrest. “Come on, Tony. What the hell are we doing here? And what does it have to do with ’75?”
Mullins held up the coffee pot. Neither Grant nor Adler responded. He poured himself a cup, then went back around the table and sat down. He stared into the black brew, and without looking up, he said, “Grant, do me a favor. Sit.”
Grant swung the chair around, and sat down. He had feelings of frustration and anger. Strangely, an excitement, or maybe it was more like anticipation, started to build inside him. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it.
Leaning against the table, he slowly ground a fist into his opposite palm. “I’m sitting, and we’re waiting.”
Mullins put the warm mug on the table, keeping his eyes on it as he slid it back and forth between his hands. “A phone call came in on one of our special lines around noon today.” Raising his eyes, he looked at Grant and said, “The person said American servicemen from Vietnam, POWs, are still being held.”
Grant held up a hand. “Wait a minute! Wait a minute! You get this call about possible prisoners of war from Vietnam, and you’re ready to believe this… this person? Jesus Christ, Tony! A goddamn phone call?”
Mullins leaned back and put his feet up on the edge of the table. “Don’t get your ass in a twit! Will you please calm down, at least for a minute? Now, you know the number I’m talking about, Grant, the coded number?”
“Sure. Sure. Now, did the caller identify himself, give you any indication who he was?”
Mullins took a sip of coffee, focusing his eyes on Grant, anticipating his reaction. “Yeah, Grant. He identified himself all right. The call came in from a Colonel Moshenko.”
“Holy shit!” Adler spat out.
Grant’s eyes shot to Adler, then back to Mullins. “Grigori? Grigori called?” he asked incredulously.
“That’s right. I thought that would get your attention,” Mullins laughed.
Grant’s chair rolled into the credenza when he stood abruptly. He ran a hand across the top of his head, as he walked back and forth, stunned. What were those feelings he just had? Anticipation? Excitement? He’d be the first to admit that sometimes his instincts scared the shit out of him.
“Jesus! Grigori’s taking one helluva chance. If this is all true, we’ve gotta protect him, Tony. You know that, don’t you?” Mullins nodded. “I promised him. Last time I saw him, I promised I’d help him and Alexandra if they ever needed it.”
Mullins’ brown eyes narrowed. His words came out slowly. “Are you trying to tell me you and the colonel had a conversation indicating a possible…?”
Grant hesitated a second. As much as he trusted Mullins, they were in CIA Headquarters. Was their meeting being recorded? He gave a slight wave of his hand. “I wasn’t indicating anything,” he answered, emphatically. “He’s my friend. He’s our friend,” he said, looking at Adler. “He’s put his own ass on the line for both us in the past. You know that. And when we were on the mission in Sicily? I knew he was worried after helping us again. I wanted to put his mind at ease. Okay? Are you satisfied?” Mullins shrugged his shoulders. Grant continued, “Now, if he’s passing us information on those men, he sure as hell will need our help and protection.”
Mullins lowered his feet to the floor. Grant was staring at him in a strange way. No. It wasn’t just a stare. It was more like Grant’s intense brown eyes were boring into his. Could Grant be trying to send some kind of signal? Was he trying to tell him something? For the time being, they needed to proceed with the original reason for this meeting.
Before Mullins could restart the conversation himself, Grant asked, “Were you able to determine where the call came from?”
Mullins nodded. He reached behind him and pulled a small piece of paper from inside his jacket pocket. “Moscow,” he said as he shoved it across the table.
Grant slid the paper toward him. He looked at the number, then handed the paper to Adler. Mullins detected a slight curve to the right side of Grant’s mouth, assuming he recognized the number. His assumption was correct. Grant and Moshenko used the same phone booth multiple times, located off Teatral Street in downtown Moscow.
“Tony, do you know how many there are, how many POWs?” Adler asked.
“Five. The colonel said five.”
Adler knew everything about that mission. Grant had described how it went down, almost moment by moment, in every detail. He looked at Grant, with both of them thinking these might be the same five men from the unsuccessful mission. “Looks like he made it, skipper.”
“Who? Who made it?” Mullins questioned.
“You know our mission was to bring out five,” Grant said. Mullins nodded. “When we were inside the camp, we came across what looked like coffee grounds vomit.”
Mullins knew right off. “Blood.”
“Right. We didn’t think that guy had a chance.” Grant lowered his head, with part of him glad the guy was still alive, but on the other hand, what a bitch he had to be a POW for another three years.
“You don’t really think it’s the same group of men, do you?”
“Maybe I’m just hoping it is, but it doesn’t matter either way. We’ve still gotta get them home. Getting back to the phone call, did Grigori give any indication where they’re being held?”
Mullins shook his head. “We’ve set up another time for him to call.”
“Do you think that’s a good move?” Grant was obviously worried.
“He was the one who suggested it. And when he does, he’s supposed to pass that info,” Mullins said as he scooted closer to the edge of his chair. “I’m hoping you can give him something on when, where, and how you’ll be making your ‘visit.’ I’m assuming you will be making a visit.” He got up and went around the table, pouring himself a half cup of coffee.
Grant ignored the comment. “What about the Agency, Tony? How the hell did you guys lose track of those men after we went in?”
“We lost both our contacts, and you can bet your ass those men were moved multiple times. Before you ask, we don’t have any idea on why they were never turned over at the end of the war, along with the other POWs.”
“Almost like they were being held for a specific reason,” Grant commented. He shook an index finger toward Mullins, as if driving his point home. “That conflict may have ended, but the fuckin’ Cold War is still going on, and somebody’s using those poor bastards like pawns.”
“We don’t know that as fact, Grant,” Mullins responded, as he sat down again.
“No, we don’t, but I’d be willing to place a healthy bet. Maybe if Grigori has names we can fill in the blanks.”
Adler swung his chair around and poured a cup of coffee, as he asked, “How many others are aware of what’s happening?”
“Need to know, Joe. Aside from the guy who took the call, the director, and the higher ups, this one’s being held ‘close to the vest.’ No leaks. You guys have gotta pull this one out.” He took a ball point pen from his jacket pocket, reached for the paper with the phone number, and scribbled a note.
Grant walked to the window. Separating two of the blind’s slats with his fingers, he looked up and down the corridor. Worked never stopped here. Without turning around, he asked, “When’s he calling?”
“Noon this Friday.”
Grant swiveled around a chair next to Mullins and sat down. “So, are we invited?”
“Actually, the colonel asked that you be here.” He handed the folded paper to Grant.
“And when the hell were you gonna tell us that?” Grant laughed. He unfolded the note: Meet me at Iwo Jima Memorial, forty-five minutes. He put it in his shirt pocket.
Mullins looked at his beat-up diver’s watch he’d had since his frogman days. “Look, it’s nearly ten. You two better get moving.”
When they got to the lobby, Mullins asked, “You planning to call the admiral tonight?”
Grant shook his head. “You said he’s already talked to the director. So, unless he calls me, we’ll wait until the morning.”
“Okay, then I’ll see you Friday,” Mullins said.
As they were settling into the Vette, Adler asked almost pleadingly, “Think we’ve got time for some eats, skipper?”
“We’ll pick up something on the way to the memorial. This has got long night written all over it.”
Iwo Jima Memorial
2245 Hours
Bathed in spotlights, the Iwo Jima Memorial, with its bronze figures rising thirty-two feet above its deep black granite base, is even more awe-inspiring, more magnificent at night than its imposing sight during daytime hours. A raised American flag, flying at full mast on the sixty-foot flagpole, furls and unfurls, snapping in a fifteen to twenty knot wind, with a star-filled night sky as its backdrop.
There are two inscriptions on the ten foot high base. One is a tribute by Admiral Chester Nimitz to the fighting men on Iwo Jima: “Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue.” The other states: “In honor and memory of the men of the United States Marine Corps who have given their lives to their country since 10 November 1775.”
Traffic along Arlington Boulevard continued moving at a brisk pace, although, compared to rush hour, it had thinned considerably.
Grant exited off the boulevard then drove to the U.S. Marine Memorial Circle, pulling into a parking space along the circle. Even though the memorial is open twenty-four hours, for the lateness of the hour there was still one other car parked five spaces away from the Vette. The convertible top was down on a ‘68 white, two door Chevy Impala. Maine license plates were due to expire in July.
Grant lifted his ball cap off the console and got out as Adler was gulping down the last mouthful of Coke.
The two men followed one of the paths that led to the memorial. A young couple, holding hands, passed them, heading toward the parking area, hardly giving them any notice.
Staring up at the statue of six U.S. Marines and the American flag, Grant and Adler climbed the steps, walked closer to the memorial, then snapped a quick salute. They stayed briefly, thinking of the sacrifice made by those men.
Turning around to face the park, Grant smoothed his hair and put on his cap. His eyes scanned the darkness, looking for any sign of Mullins. “Tony should be here any time now,” he commented, giving his watch a brief check.
“Any idea what’s on his mind?” Adler asked as he stepped next to Grant. He pulled a piece of gum from his side pocket, offering it to Grant, who shook his head. He stripped off the paper, then popped the gum in his mouth.
A gust of wind nearly took Grant’s cap, and he grabbed the brim, screwing it down tighter. “Only thing I can think of is my comment on helping Grigori.”
“Christ, skipper! Do you really think the colonel wants to ‘come over’?”
Grant shoved his hands into the pockets of his windbreaker, lowered his head, and stared at the asphalt walkway. “Hard to imagine, Joe. I mean, Grigori loves Russia, plus he’s got Alexandra to think about, too.”
In the distance they saw headlights and heard a rumbling engine. A black ’77 Pontiac Trans Am came into view briefly as it traveled down the circle, before disappearing behind a row of trees.
“Gotta be Tony,” Adler laughed.
Grant jogged down the steps, with Adler following. They walked closer to a group of cherry trees toward the end of the circular path, trying to get more cover for their meeting, away from lights, just in case.
A car door slammed. There was a sound of someone jogging, feet slapping against pavement. Mullins came into view, giving a brief wave as he continued toward them.
Handshakes went around, as Mullins said, “Sorry, guys.”
“Not a problem, Tony.” Grant asked, “Are we okay here, or do we need to be more secure?”
“We’re good. Look, I just wanted to get away from the office just in case there were any ‘ears’ listening.”
“Understand,” Grant responded with a slight grin. “Understand completely. Now, what do you want to know? My comment about Grigori?”
“Yeah, we can start with that. So, you really think he wants to ‘come over’?”
Grant shrugged his shoulders. “When we were at the AFN facility, he was worried about his involvement with us, mainly because of the two Russian comrades there with him. He asked, and I quote: ‘How is Washington this time of year?’ That’s when I told him I’d help him if that day ever came.”
“What’s your gut feeling?” Mullins asked.
“Too soon to tell. Need to talk with him. Might find out more when he calls Friday. Like I said to Joe, Grigori’s got to think about Alexandra, too.”
“So, we wait till Friday,” Mullins confirmed.
Grant was about to put Mullins on the spot. “Listen, Tony, I know this might be jumping the gun a little, but what’s the possibility of getting Grigori and Alexandra ‘new’ papers?”
“‘New’ papers?”
“Yeah. Don’t know if they’ll even need them, but we’ve gotta be prepared. If we have to get them out of the country, it’d be best if they no longer had the name ‘Moshenko.’ Guess I’m more concerned about Alexandra right now. I know you’ve got dossiers on them. Think you can do it?”
“That’s one helluva tall order, Grant,” Mullins responded, scratching the back of his head.
“I know. I know,” Grant answered. He shoved his hands into his windbreaker pockets, resisting the urge to cross his fingers. “Think you can?”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Feeling some relief, Grant managed a slight smile then said, “Now, I know there’s something else you’ve got on your mind. Are you gonna tell us what it is?”
“Listen, I know you haven’t had time to plan anything, probably haven’t even talked with Torrinson.”
“Yeah, you’re right on both counts,” Grant answered. Abruptly, he took a step in front of Mullins. “Hold on! You’re not thinking of trying to make the trip with us, are you? Hell! We don’t even know if we’ll get authorization to go!”
“Christ, Grant! Where’d you get a stupid idea like that?”
Grant leaned closer. “Maybe stupid, but I’m right, aren’t I?”
Mullins poked a finger into Grant’s chest. “You know I can get you anything you need, at just about any time. Weapons… anything.”
“Yeah, I know you can, but you can do it without leaving home either.”
Adler stepped between the two, placing a hand on each of their shoulders. “Okay, boys. Play nice now.”
With his thumb, Grant pushed the brim of his cap farther back off his forehead, while he scrutinized Mullins’ face. He took a deep breath, before saying, “Look, Tony, how the hell could you pull that off? You think the Agency would send you with us? Or do you have unused vacation time?” He finally cracked a smile. “So, which is it?”
“Haven’t decided,” Mullins responded. He turned and took a couple of steps away from the two, with his head hanging.
Grant walked over to him and tugged on his sleeve. “Hey, Tony. What’s goin’ on?”
“I’ve got a cousin who was declared MIA nearly six years ago, and… ”
“Jesus! I didn’t know. I’m really sorry to hear that. It’s gotta be tough for you and your family. Wait! You don’t think he’s one of those men, do you?”
Mullins shook his head. “No. Those odds would be astronomical. No. I just feel like I’ve gotta try to help those guys, ya know?” Tears welled up in his eyes, and he quickly wiped them away with the back of his hands.
Grant remained quiet. He had experienced the same sadness, the heartbreak, three years ago. Grabbing Mullins’ shoulders, he looked at him dead-on. “Listen, Tony, don’t fuck up your career, and possibly your life. If this is something you feel strongly about, your best option is to talk it over with your boss. You’ve worked with us before, so maybe that’ll be in your favor. If you want, I’d be willing to feel out the admiral… ”
“Thanks, buddy, but I guess I’d better think this out a little more, huh?”
Grant gave an understanding nod. Then, with hands on his hips, and a shit-eatin’ grin, he asked, “So, can we still get that gear?”

Chapter 3

Moscow, Russia
KGB Headquarters
Office of Colonel Grigori Moshenko
Thursday, 0700 Hours — Local Time
With sunrise having been over two hours ago, the temperature’s already hovering at fifteen degrees Celsius. By the time the sun sets at 2200 hours, it’s expected to reach twenty Celsius.
June weather in Moscow is surprisingly warm. Residents take advantage of every warm moment, every daylight hour, glad to be rid of snow, ice, freezing temperatures, and darkness. The Moskva River, once locked in ice, is again flowing freely, following its serpentine route through the city.
Grigori Moshenko stood by his office window, one floor above Lubyanka prison, looking out at the square and statue of Feliks Dzerzhinsky, founder of the KGB.
He’d been up since well before daylight, unable to sleep. His wife, Alexandra, questioned his restlessness during breakfast, but there wasn’t anything he could tell her. Until he was certain, until he talked with Grant, he would have to keep his emotions in check, choose his words carefully, both at home and at KGB.
In their twenty-seven years of marriage, he and Alexandra never kept secrets from one another, except State secrets, of course. This current situation he had become involved in, even though it was by his own choosing, had to do with Russia and KGB. Whatever the outcome, it would affect their lives beyond what they could imagine.
If he decided to make the critical decision, he had faith that Grant would stay true to his word, true to their friendship. But foremost in his thoughts was Alexandra. Even if it didn’t work out for him, for whatever reason, he was confident Grant would see to her safety.
He turned and went to his desk. There couldn’t be any notes, any traceable phone calls. Whatever he learned would remain in his head. He sat in his chair and looked up at the ceremonial sword once worn by his father during the reign of Nicholas II.
Resting his elbows on the desk, he leaned his chin on his fists, keeping his gaze on the sword, as he wondered what his father would think of him. If he were still alive, would he try to prevent him from going through with his plan? It hardly mattered now.
He pulled opened the middle desk drawer and lifted out a cigar, a Davidoff, from its wooden box. Swiveling his chair around, he got up and went to the window again. Rolling the unlit cigar between his fingers, he couldn’t help think about the years he’d known Grant.
How different would his life be if he had never met him? He’d still love Russia and being part of the KGB, but would he have the ability to think beyond Russia, to another way of life? Grant was not one to criticize nor make any disparaging remarks about Russia, and he never put any thoughts in his head about defecting. He was a true friend. His missed his American friend.
He put the unlit cigar to his lips, thinking about three days prior, when he was called to the office of Mikhail Antolov, Director of KGB. Not unusual, except with Antolov that day was Dmitri Osokin, Minister of Internal Security. Osokin had replaced Alexei Stoyakova, who was now a resident of Lubyanka Prison.
What Moshenko was told that day disturbed him deeply. American POWs from Vietnam were being held by his government, in his country. Neither Antolov nor Osokin gave any explanation why the Americans were brought to Russia. Nor did they tell him who initiated the “plan.” Moshenko knew there really was only one person with that kind of authority. It had to be Premier Gorshevsky.
Initially, Moshenko felt outrage in the act his government had committed, then disappointment in himself for never knowing. How could he have not known, especially being KGB?
He soon realized two things: first, the only purpose for him to be in the meeting was to receive orders, orders that put him in charge of taking the Americans to East Germany; and second, the outrage he was feeling was obviously because of his closeness to his two American friends, Grant and Joe.
A sound of screeching tires below his office window brought his mind back to the present. Looking at his Vostok watch, he still had thirty-six hours before he made the next call. There was more he had to do.
Grant’s Apartment
0550 Hours
Grant stretched his arms overhead and yawned as he walked in his bare feet down the hallway to the galley-style kitchen. Coffee and water were already in the stainless percolator. All he had to do was plug it in.
Taking slow steps into the living room, he turned on the TV, then went to the double window and raised the blind. Light from an early morning sun reflecting off the Potomac hit him square in the eyes. “Whoa!” he said, rubbing his eyes.
After blinking a few times to clear away the spots, he glanced overhead. Standing out against a clear blue sky were white jet trails, crisscrossing one another. To the right of his apartment he was able to see car traffic crossing bridges and overpasses, as government workers headed into the city.
The aroma of fresh brewed coffee drifted into his senses. The final sounds of the last perks of the brew splashed against the lid. He walked back to the kitchen, and removed a mug from the cabinet next to the stove. Sammy the SEALemblem was imprinted on one side of the white mug. On the opposite side there was a simple inscription, Love, Jenny. His wife had given this to him on their first Christmas together. Somehow it managed to survive all the packing, all the moves, probably from him giving it the extra care.
Giving his head a quick shake, he stood at the kitchen counter and poured a steaming half cup from the pot. He immediately took a couple of sips of the hot potent brew, feeling a need to jump-start his heart. He refilled the cup as he thought, Feels like a peanut butter kinda morning. He grabbed a slice of bread from the cellophane wrapper, and slathered on a heaping tablespoonful ofJif. Folding the bread in half, he took a bite, then went back to the living room.
Sitting on the couch, he propped his feet up on the coffee table, and finished the bread. Sipping on his coffee, he tried to get his mind on the morning news. But a replay of the previous evening with Joe and Tony kept interrupting the broadcast, and he only picked up bits and pieces of what the announcer was saying.
He kept trying to wrap his brain around the fact that POWs were still being held — and not in Vietnam. Even more surprising was Grigori making the call to the Agency. That worried him.
And when he worried, he got hungry. Jesus, he thought, I’m turning into Joe! He got up and headed for the kitchen to get a bowl of cereal, when the phone rang. “Stevens.”
“Captain Stevens, this is Zach, sir.” Red hair, blue-eyed Petty Officer Zach Phillips is the yeoman for Rear Admiral John Torrinson.
“Hey, Zach. Morning. A little early, don’t you think? Did you sleep there?”
“Uh, yes, sir, it’s early, and no, didn’t sleep here, but we’ve been here since 0530.”
“I take it you mean you and the admiral?”
“That’s affirmative, sir.”
“Okay, Zach, lay it on me. What time does the admiral want to meet?” Grant asked, taking a swig of coffee, as he sat on the couch armrest.
“At 0930, sir, but not here. You and Lieutenant Adler are to meet him at the White House.”
Grant nearly choked. “The White House?”
“Yes, sir. You’re to meet with the President.”
“The President?”
The admiral’s yeoman laughed, then apologized. “Sorry, sir, but the admiral had an idea that’s what your reaction would be.”
“Okay, Zach. Look, I’ll call Joe. Do I need to speak with the admiral before I leave?”
“No, sir. He’s meeting with SECDEF and SECNAV at 0730. He’ll meet up with you before you see the President. He said he’d be in that small room off the Situation Room.”
“Okay, Zach. Thanks.” He immediately called Adler.
A gravelly, tired voice answered, “Adler.” He and Grant stayed up until nearly 0130, talking about the Langley meeting.
“Reveille, Joe. Haven’t had your coffee yet?”
“Pouring my third cup as we speak. What’s up?”
“I’m putting you on notice to get out your best ‘Good Humor’ uniform. We’ve been invited to the White House today.” The nickname “Good Humor” uniform applied to the Navy’s summer service whites.
“Oh, do I have to?” he yawned.
“We’re meeting the admiral at 0930 before we meet with the President.”
Grant’s words finally hit home, as Adler responded, “Wait a minute! Did you say ‘with the President’?”
“That’s affirmative! And listen, you’d better chow down but good before we leave. Don’t know when we’ll get to eat today.”
“Roger that! Hey, you want me to drive?”
“As long as the ‘horse’ has enough fuel.” The “horse” is Adler’s red ’67 Mustang. “Pick me up at 0845, in case there’s a traffic problem.” Even though Grant’s apartment is less than two miles from the White House, traffic could be obscene, part from government employees and part from tourists.
He hung up, went to the kitchen, and rinsed his cup. He turned down the hall to the bedroom to grab a towel off the closet’s top shelf.
Walking across the hall to the bathroom, he adjusted the shower water, stripped off his skivvies, then stepped in the tub, pulling the vinyl shower curtain across the rod.
Billows of steam started enveloping the entire bathroom. The exhaust fan never seemed to do its intended job. He stood under the spraying hot water pelting his body, washing away the soap. Resting a hand against the tile, he started questioning the upcoming meeting at the White House.
The answers he was coming up with started making his blood boil. Politics. Goddamn politics! he angrily thought. With elections coming up, they could try to use those men for their own benefit. If that’s the case, what the hell would he be able to do about it anyway?
He wondered, What am I supposed to tell the President and admiral? He didn’t even know where the POWs were being held. And until he did, he couldn’t put any kind of plan together.
He momentarily stopped shampooing his hair when another question popped into his mind. How the hell could he get Grigori and Alexandra out of Russia, if that’s what Grigori really wanted? Even though Grigori was KGB, that wouldn’t give him any kind of protection. If anything, it would put him in even greater danger. The KGB will go ballistic if they find out one of their own has plans to defect… and disclosed a State secret about American POWs. His name would be on the “hot list” with everyone looking for him.
Unless… unless he can use Grigori’s authority to their advantage to get out of Russia. Wait a minute, Stevens. You’re getting way ahead of yourself.
He had tried to cover his comment to Tony last night in the conference room. Right now he only hoped nothing had been leaked back to the White House.
Rinsing off the remaining soap, he grabbed a towel from the hook, and dried himself quickly. Wrapping it around his waist, he opened the door to let the steam escape, then wiped the mirror.
As he slathered shaving cream on his face, he looked at his reflection, saying to himself, “Maybe you’re thinking too much.” He was placing all these questions on pure assumption at this point, but he didn’t like being unprepared. And he didn’t like assuming.
The razor glided across his skin as he continued thinking. But why the hell was this meeting being rushed? Why didn’t they wait until Grigori called on Friday? Was the President going to direct him on what he could and could not do to rescue the POWs? Or when? If it turned out to be a case of when, that would confirm his suspicions — politics. Gotta knock off this assuming, he thought, as he splashed water on his face, then dried it with a towel.
He walked across the hall to his bedroom. Taking his short-sleeve, white dress shirt from the closet, he hooked the hanger over the door. He eyed the six rows of ribbons on the left side, making sure the gold SEAL pin, the ‘Budweiser’ was centered above them, and his gold jump wings were centered on the pocket underneath. He readjusted his name tag over the right pocket.
He’d just bought a new set of shoulder boards with four gold stripes (captain) and a gold star (line officer). Line officers derived the name from the eighteenth century British tactic of employing warships in a line of battle to take advantage of cannons on each side of the ship. The vessels were known as “ships of the line” and those who commanded them were called “line officers.”
Once he finished dressing, he grabbed his white shoes from the floor and went into the living room. He laced up his shoes, took a quick check of the time, then stood in front of a mirror hanging by the door.
Picking up his cover (cap) from the table, he stared at the gold leaves, or “scrambled eggs” as they’re called, thinking of the many times when he wished his dad were still alive, to share his special moments, to share his life.
Mike Stevens, HMCS (Hospital Corpsman Senior Chief), was killed during the last days of the Korean War, when Grant was barely twelve years old. The only picture he has of his dad, now faded and creased, always remains tucked inside in his wallet.
He put on his cap, making sure the eagle emblem was in line with the buttons on his shirt, known as the gigline.
There was a rapping at the door. “It’s me, skipper!”
He grabbed his keys from the table and left.
The White House
0920 Hours
In the basement beneath the West Wing of the White House is the Situation Room. After the failed invasion of the Bay of Pigs, which was attributed to a lack of real time information, President John F. Kennedy decided to have the room constructed.
Throughout the room are secure communications systems. In the walls, behind wood panels, are a variety of audio, video, and other systems.
With their covers tucked under their left arms, Grant and Adler were led through the room and into a small breakout room next to it, big enough for only one round table and four swivel chairs.
Just beyond this room is a phone booth, referred to as a “Superman tube” because of its shape, with a clear, curved glass door that slides open from right to left. There are two type of phones, one for regular calls and the other for top secret calls. The top secret phone has a regular receiver on the left with a yellow “box” to the right. Both look similar to phones inside civilian phone booths, except these sit one on top of the other.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” Admiral John Torrinson said, with his arm outstretched. He stepped around one of the leather chairs positioned near the back wall.
“Morning, admiral,” Grant smiled, shaking his boss’ hand.
“Sir,” Adler said, reaching for Torrinson’s hand.
“Have a seat,” Torrinson motioned. Grant and Adler complied, placing their covers on their laps. Torrinson glanced at his watch. He sat back in his chair, with his eyes moving from Grant to Adler. “We’ve still got a few minutes before the President is due in. Is there anything else you need to tell me about your meeting with Agent Mullins?”
“Didn’t you speak with Director Hannigan yesterday, sir?” Grant asked, not sure where the conversation was going.
“I did. He informed me of a phone call made to the Agency by your friend, Colonel Moshenko, and the reason for his call.”
“Sir, that was basically what we discussed. I was totally surprised when Tony, I mean, Agent Mullins said it was Grigori. But that’s all I know, sir, except to learn there are supposedly five American POWs being held somewhere. Grigori is planning to call tomorrow around noon, and hopefully, he can give us further details.”
Torrinson leaned toward the conference table, detecting something in Grant’s eyes. “Captain, you don’t believe those men are the same men you tried to rescue back in ’75, do you?”
Grant took a deep breath. “I don’t know, sir, but even if they aren’t, we’ve gotta get them back. They deserve to be home, sir.” Grant hesitated, unsure whether he should let Torrinson know his concern. What the hell, he thought. “Sir, you don’t think this issue is going to turn into a political game, do you?”
Adler blinked. Yikes!
Torrinson had his own suspicions, and they were the same as Grant’s. “I sure hope not, Grant, but we’re going to have to let it play out for now.”
Just as he finished his statement, the door opened, and Torrinson abruptly stood. “Attention!” Grant and Adler followed immediately, bracing themselves at attention.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” President Carr said as he entered the room. Andrew Carr was sixty-four years old, nearly 6’4”, slim, and had thinning gray hair. He was wearing a dark blue suit, white shirt, and a blue tie with small gold stars.
“Good morning, Mr. President,” all three men responded.
Carr stepped near Torrinson and offered a hand. “Admiral, good to see you.”
“And you, Mr. President,” Torrinson answered. “Mr. President, I’d like to introduce you to Captain Grant Stevens and Lieutenant(j.g.) Joe Adler.”
Carr reached across the table to Grant, offering his hand. “Captain, I’ve heard nothing but good things about you from Admiral Torrinson.” His grip was firm as he shook Grant’s hand.
“I appreciate the admiral’s comments, Mr. President.”
Releasing Grant’s hand, Carr shook Adler’s. “And Lieutenant Adler, the admiral had high praise for you, too.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.”
Carr stood opposite the three men, then, as he looked at Grant, he said, “I understand you two have been involved in several very successful missions together.”
“Yes, sir, we have,” Grant replied, keeping his answer short.
“Please,” Carr said, indicating with his hand, “sit.” He pulled a chair from under the table and sat down. He rolled the chair forward, then put a folder on the table, leaving it closed. Folding his hands on top of it, he looked at Grant and got right to the point. “Captain, I’ve been informed that Colonel Moshenko has contacted the CIA with information on our POWs.”
“Yes, sir, that’s what I’ve also been told.”
“I understand that this Colonel Moshenko is a friend of yours. Is that correct?”
“Yes, Mr. President. Grigori and I go back a long way.”
“Very unusual, wouldn’t you say, captain? I mean, having a KGB officer as a friend?” Carr questioned with a raised eyebrow.
“Yes, sir. Very unusual,” Grant responded.
Carr opened the folder, perusing the top paper, before looking up at Grant. “And do you believe what he’s told the Agency?”
“Yes, sir, I do,” Grant answered emphatically, before throwing out some food for thought. “As long as that was Grigori on the phone, sir.” Adler held his breath. Torrinson shifted in his chair, not having even thought of such a possibility.
Carr pushed himself away from the table, laying his hands on his stomach. “Any reason we should believe otherwise?”
“No, sir, not at this time. I guess there is the possibility, but I’ll know when the call comes in tomorrow.
“Mr. President, may I say that both Joe and I would put our lives in Grigori’s hands in a heartbeat. We already have, sir, and we’d do the same for him.”
Carr nodded in understanding, as he leaned toward the table, and folded his hands in front of him. “I do have one more question concerning Colonel Moshenko. Has he discussed with you the possibility of his defecting?”
Grant’s heartthumpedagainst his chest. “No, sir. We haven’t had that discussion.” Hinted maybe; not discussed, he thought.
Carr’s expression had an almost imperceptible smile, as he responded, “All right, captain. Now, do you have any plan in mind on how you can carry out this operation? Anything at all?”
“I’m sorry, sir, but we just don’t have any significant information yet. Everything depends on where they are, who’s holding them, how many. There are many factors that come into play, Mr. President.”
“I understand, but once you find out, any idea on how long it will take to put something together?”
Grant’s mind was working at top speed, as he thought about the possible political implications and a plan. “Again, sir, it depends on the information, but maybe a couple of days. We want to bring those men home ASAP, Mr. President.”
Carr’s face finally broke into a smile, with deep creases forming along his mouth and blue eyes. “As do I, captain.” He was quiet for a moment before he commented, “I haven’t received any word from the Russians, so I’m not sure what they have in mind, but there sure has to be a reason.
“I don’t want this to turn into a political game. So, gentlemen, I’d like to try and keep this under wraps as long as possible.” Grant began to feel more at ease after those statements. Carr continued, “I have a request, though. Whatever plan you come up with, I hope there’s a way for you to avoid any bloodshed.” Carr realized he was placing an enormous burden on these men, these men who were willing to risk it all to save their fellow Americans.
Torrinson spoke. “Mr. President, I can assure you Captain Stevens and Lieutenant Adler will do their utmost to follow your request. But missions can go south very rapidly, sir. There really can’t be any guarantees.”
Carr nodded. “I understand completely, Admiral. As I said, it’s just a request. Now, once the captain has completed his call to Colonel Moshenko, I’d like you to contact me with further details.”
“Yes, Mr. President.”
Carr picked up the folder then stood. The three men immediately got up and braced. “Well, if there isn’t anything else, I guess our meeting is over.” He walked around the table and shook hands with each man. “Good luck, gentlemen, and Godspeed.”

Chapter 4

CIA Headquarters
Langley, VA
Friday — 1158 Hours
An American flag hangs limply from a wooden pole in a corner of the twelve by fourteen, windowless, soundproof room. Three rectangular florescent lights, encased in wooden frames and covered with frosted sheets of plastic, are spaced evenly down the center of the ceiling. A white Formica top console extends the length of the shorter wall, with several electrical outlets spaced evenly across the back panel.
Three men sit quietly at the console. Adler and Mullins are each holding a set of headphones, already plugged into a central outlet. In front of Grant is a phone receiver, with the earpiece hanging from a black plastic “cup.”
Their eyes dart back and forth from a clock above the door to a round, clear glass bulb, one inch in diameter, protruding from the panel in front of them. Their growing nervousness is obvious, as they constantly swivel back and forth in their chairs.
Grant checked his watch, comparing his time with the wall clock.
“Don’t worry, skipper. He’ll call,” Adler said, trying to sound reassuring.
With anticipation, Adler and Mullins slipped on their headphones. At exactly 1200 hours, the bulb on the panel suddenly started flashing yellow. Mullins flipped the switch next to it, and nodded in Grant’s direction.
Grant picked up the receiver and answered, “00628973257.”
“Is it you, Grant?” the familiar voice asked.
“Grigori! Yeah, it’s me! Are you okay? Are you safe?”
“I am.”
“Listen, if you feel more comfortable talking in Russian, do it.” Mullins jerked his head around, giving Grant a what the shit? kind of look.
“No. English is good, but I do not have much time, Grant.”
“Talk to me.”
“The men, they are to be transported by helicopter to East Germany, the Soviet sector, in five days.” As Moshenko spoke, he continuously looked around at cars and pedestrians passing the phone booth, keeping a watchful eye out for anything, or anybody suspicious.
Grant’s surprise was obvious. “East Germany?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure, Grigori? Are you positive?”
“Yes. I will be taking them.”
A cold shiver ran up Grant’s spine. He leaned closer to the counter. “You? Why you?”
“I will be going as security for KGB as ordered by Director Antolov. There will be three others, a pilot and two guards.” Mikhail Antolov is the Director of the KGB.
Grant had a shitload of questions but right now he just needed facts. “Grigori, where are they now? Where are they being held? Do you know?”
“I have not been given that information, but I will find out soon.” The tone of Moshenko’s voice changed, sounding distressed as he said, “I do not know where these men have been, or why they were brought to Russia, Grant, but they have been here for two years. I am sorry my government is doing this, my friend.”
“Hey, Grigori! Screw your government, okay? What you’re doing is the right thing. You believe that, don’t you?”
“It is the right thing.”
“Remember at AFN, Grigori? Remember you said you thought you were going soft? What’d I tell you?”
“You said I was just being human.”
“Damn straight, my friend.” With an index finger tapping on the counter as if trying to drive a point home, Grant said, “Promise me something, Grigori. Promise me that you’ll back out of this if you start to get a bad feeling, like someone suspects you, or suspects what you’re doing.” With his voice low, his words were emphatic, as he said, “Promise me.”
There was a slight hesitation before Moshenko replied, “I… will.”
Grant continued talking in a low voice, his words coming slowly. “Grigori, I know you, and my gut’s telling me you’ve got something in mind. I’m asking you as a good friend… don’t do it. We’ll take care of everything. That’s all I’m gonna say, my friend. Tell me you understand.”
“I will only do as instructed, Grant.”
Grant breathed a deep sigh. “Okay. Now, where will you be between now and when you’re given the information?”
“I will be here, in Moscow, either at KGB or at home.”
“Okay, Grigori. When it’s time, I’ll contact you our usual way.”
“If I find out more, Grant, what do you want me to do?”
Grant decided enough calls had been made to the Agency. “First of all, you be careful. Then, you call Admiral Torrinson on his secure line. He’ll know how to reach me, whether I’m still here or on my way with Joe.” Grant gave Moshenko the information, finally saying, “Look. I think you’ve spent enough time on the this call. You’d better get going. You’ll hear from me soon.
“Don’t vary your routine, Grigori. Go on with your regular life, you know, do your KGB thing,” he said, with a slight laugh in his voice, hoping to ease Moshenko’s mind.
“I will.” Moshenko turned toward the phone, leaning close. With no hesitancy whatsoever, he asked, “How is Washington this time of year, my friend?” He hoped Grant understood.
Grant’s heart suddenly pounded against his chest, nearly taking his breath away. “It’s perfect.” Grigori wanted it to happen. Grant and Adler now had two missions ahead of them, with seven lives in their hands.
“Da sveedahnya, my friend!”
“Da sveedahnya.” Grant put the receiver back in the holder.
Mullins and Adler pulled off the headphones, dropping them on the counter. Mullins spun Grant’s chair around, facing him, and with his eyes narrowing, he asked, “What’d he mean by ‘how’s Washington this time of year’?”
Grant and Mullins had to let this play out. Mullins already knew about the possibility of a defection. This call confirmed it. The conversation taking place now was just in case “eyes and ears” were hidden in the room.
Grant answered, “Whenever there’s a sticky situation, he’ll ask me that or I’ll ask him about Moscow. It’s just one of those tension-breakers, I guess.”
Mullins rubbed his chin, and responded somewhat skeptically, “I see.” As Grant started to get up, Mullins pulled him back into the chair. “And the shit about your gut? What the hell…?”
“No need to go there, Tony; issue’s resolved.”
Adler thought it was time for him to turn the conversation in another direction. “Well, what do we do now, skipper?”
Grant stood, as he was vigorously kneading the back of his neck. “We need to get our asses in gear.” They put their caps on as they left the room.
Mullins led them out to the parking lot and walked with them to the Mustang.
As they stood by the car, Grant put on his aviator sunglasses then turned to Mullins. “Tony, can you be our contact here?” Mullins had already talked to Grant after their conversation at the Iwo Jima Memorial, admitting his idea to go on the mission had not been well thought out.
“Of course, buddy. You let me know what you need before you go and if you need anything once you’re there.”
Grant slapped Mullins’ shoulder. “Knew I could count on you! Come on, Joe. Guess we’d better head to the office.” He had one foot in the passenger side of the car when he stopped and said, “Would appreciate it if you could give the admiral a call and advise him we’re on our way.”
Mullins grabbed his friend’s hand, holding it firmly in his grasp. “As soon as I get back to the office. Listen,” he said with seriousness, “be careful, Grant. You’re going into dangerous territory, in more ways than one.”
“I hear ya.”
Mullins leaned forward, looking through the car at Adler and gave him a slight wave. “Joe, take it easy.” Adler gave a thumb’s up.
As the Mustang started backing up, Mullins held a fist high overhead, and shouted, “Hooyah!”
For the first ten minutes of the drive, the two men discussed the upcoming meeting with Torrinson, when suddenly, Grant went quiet. He rolled down the window, then rested his arm on the door, as he stared out the windshield.
Adler gave a quick look over at him, seeing the familiar clamping of the square jaw, the grinding of the teeth. “What’s wrong, boss?”
“Just got a bad feeling, Joe. Remember the two comrades with Grigori at AFN?”
“Sure. Tarasov and Rusnak. What about ‘em?”
“Grigori didn’t seem concerned about them spilling the beans when he helped us in Sicily, but… ”
“But you were. Right?”
“Yeah, Joe. Christ! With what’s he’s trying to do now, what if those two bastards ‘threw him under the bus’? I mean, what are the odds of him being the one to fly those POWs outta Russia?”
Adler thought for a moment. His eyebrows shot up, and he asked with surprise, “You can’t think that he’s being set up, do you?”
Grant gave a slight shrug of his shoulders. “Don’t know, Joe, but I’m really worried.”
It was Adler’s turn to try and be reassuring, to try to ease Grant’s mind. “Skipper, don’t go there. You’re just assuming, and you know we don’t assume.”
Grant tried to think more rationally. “Yeah. I know. It may be that Antolov’s just putting his trust in Grigori. I suppose I’m not giving Grigori enough credit for who he is, for what he knows, Joe, and that’s being fuckin’ stupid.” He reached across the console and punched Adler in the shoulder. “Stupid! That’s me. Right, Joe?”
Adler laughed. “If you say so, skipper. Wouldn’t think of arguing!” Adler realized Grant was just covering up what was really going on in his mind.
NIS
Office of Rear Admiral John Torrinson
Friday
1445 Hours
Two stacks of papers and several file folders were piled on the right side of Torrinson’s desk. Since he arrived at 0600 hours, he’d been shuffling papers and folders, scribbling notes, eager to hear from Grant. Whatever new information Colonel Moshenko had was going impact the mission dramatically, in time and perhaps lives.
Finishing off the last bite of a chicken salad sandwich, he brushed crumbs off his desk. He slid a blue-lined notepad toward him, where he’d already started making a list of equipment and weapons he was anticipating Grant would need. Glancing at the clock above his door, he was expecting the two officers any minute.
Hearing sounds from the typewriter in the outer office, he rolled his chair away from the desk and got up. Taking slow strides, he walked to the open door, and stuck his head out.
Yeoman Phillips spun his chair around. “Admiral! Can I help you, sir?”
Torrinson put a hand up. “No, no, Zach. Just needed to stretch my legs.” Sniffing the air, he asked, “Is that fresh coffee?”
“Yes, sir. Just finished perking.”
Phillips started to get up, when Torrinson motioned him back down. “As you were, Zach. I’ll get it. Need something to wash down that sandwich.” He poured a cup, added a teaspoon of sugar, then took a sip. As he started to go back to his office, he heard hurried footsteps in the hallway. The door swung open. Grant and Adler came in.
“Afternoon, gentlemen.”
“Afternoon, sir,” both replied.
Torrinson held his cup out. “Would you like some coffee?”
“Not for me, sir,” Grant answered, as he removed his cap, then his sunglasses.
“I believe I’ll have a cup, sir,” Adler responded, putting his cap on the credenza.
“Help yourself, Joe, then join us,” Torrinson said over his shoulder.
While he poured the coffee, Adler looked around for something to eat, like possibly donuts. Nothing. Total disappointment.
Zach continued typing, and without looking up, he said, “There’re some chocolate chip cookies in that top drawer, sir.”
“You’re my hero, Zach,” Adler laughed.
“Glad I could be of service, sir.”
Adler took two, ate them quickly, then washed them down with his coffee.
Once the three men were seated in Torrinson’s office, Torrinson got right to the point. “So, what did the colonel have to say, Grant?”
Grant relayed the entire conversation he had with Moshenko. Torrinson sat in silence, astonished by every piece of news Grant was now telling him. When Grant finished, Torrinson pressed the intercom switch. “Zach!”
“Yes, sir?”
“Call the White House. See if the President has time to talk with me. Tell him it’s about the phone call from Colonel Moshenko.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
Torrinson took a couple of deep breaths, finally asking, “Anything else, Grant?”
“Sir, I directed Grigori to contact you with anything further, either before or after we leave for the mission.”
“No contacting the Agency?” Torrinson asked with a half smile.
“Already enough information is in their hands, sir.” Grant quickly backed up his request. “Besides, sir, the President said he wants to keep this under wraps as long as possible, and to me that means the fewer who know, the better off we’ll be. And we can trust Agent Mullins, sir.”
“Before we go any further,” Torrinson said as he pointed toward Grant, “has that shoulder of yours been giving you any problems?”
“Negative, sir. No problems whatsoever. Doc officially released me.”
“Will you be able to handle everything this mission might entail?”
“Affirmative, sir!”
Torrinson nodded, then said, “Okay. Then let’s proceed." He tore the top paper from the notepad and handed it across the desk to Grant. “Here’s a list of everything I could come up with that I think you’ll need.” He reached for his jar of Tootsie Pops, picking three at random. “Anybody?” he asked, holding them toward the two men.
“I’ll take one, sir,” Adler answered, choosing an orange-colored wrapper.
“Grant?”
“Unless you’ve got a stash of Snickers somewhere, sir, I’ll pass.”
“Sorry. I’ll ask my wife to pick some up at the commissary; have them waiting for you when you get back.”
Grant quickly scanned the list, then handed the paper to Adler. “Sir, I don’t think we’ll be able to take most of this.”
Torrinson was surprised, as he asked, “You already have a supply somewhere, Grant?”
“No, sir, at least not yet. Grigori will supply the hand weapons and ammo. We can’t take the chance bringing that across the border. Hate to get stopped before we even get started, sir.” This wasn’t the time for him to mention Mullins’ offer.
“Understand,” Torrinson replied.
Grant looked at Adler. “Joe, see anything on there you can use?”
Adler nodded. “We can take the det cord and pencils; should be easy to stash.”
“Something we’re definitely going to need, sir, is money. Rubles, dollars, Deutsche Marks, and East German Marks should see us through. Probably need to be a little ‘heavier’ on the rubles and East German Marks, sir.”
“Hmm. Somebody has travel plans,” Torrinson smiled as he put his hand out for the list Adler was handing over to him.
“Will we be running this as a black op, sir?”
“Well, since you want the Agency left in the dust, I’ll get with SECDEF, and have the money pulled from a different pot.” As he made a note, he said, “I’ve got your flight out of Andrews on standby. The President’s approved an Air Force C-9A. The aircraft’s equipped to handle whatever care those men may be in need of. I’m afraid this won’t be a non-stop flight, though, so you’ll probably have a refueling stop in Shannon before going on to Tempelhof.”
“Thank you, sir. I hope we can bring them home.”
“So do I, captain. So do I.”
Moscow
Apartment of Grigori and Alexandra Moshenko
2200 Hours — Local Time
The kitchen space was barely five feet wide, but it was better than most. Since Moshenko was a colonel, and KGB, he had been given better choices.
Alexandra loved this apartment, especially in the morning, mainly because of the large window in the kitchen. The early morning sun warmed and brightened the whole room. It was something as simple as that. Shelves were low, putting everything within easy reach. That was important to her, since she was barely five foot three.
An aroma of pirozhki, one of Moshenko’s favorite foods, lingered in the apartment. Alexandra made this evening’s pies with a yeast dough, filling them with onion, mushroom, rice, and pork. It was another late meal. She understood.
Standing in front of a massive stone fireplace in his study, Moshenko opened a box of matches and lit his cigar. Placing the box on a mantel constructed from Russian oak, he tossed the match into the fire, then went to his chair. He turned the high-back leather chair toward the fire, then made himself comfortable.
Resting his head against the chair, he heard Alexandra humming one of her favorite folk songs, The Violet. He closed his eyes. The sound of her soft voice helped to temporarily alleviate some of the turmoil in his mind. The time was drawing nearer when he would have to tell her.
With his decision to help the Americans, it would be perceived by everyone that he had turned against Russia, his homeland. In his heart he would never turn against or condemn Russia. What he was condemning was the inhumanity being carried out against these Americans. He told Grant he knew it was the right thing to do, but then again, he was betraying his country. A KGB officer betraying his country.
The day he learned about the POWs, he didn’t hesitate in making a decision, and with that immediate response, he knew he was right. He could not stand by in good conscience and not do anything to help. Perhaps Grant’s statement was accurate after all. He was just being human.
He got up and went near the fireplace, flicking in a cigar ash. Resting an arm on the mantel, he stared into the dying flames, only imagining what Alexandra’s reaction was going to be. Not just in what he’d done, but what it meant for their lives, for their future… if they had any.
Even though Grant promised to help them, the risk would be just as great. Still, there was no other alternative now. Grant told him to back out if he felt he was in danger. Only one reason would prevent him from going through with this, and that would be if Alexandra’s life was threatened.
“Grigori,”Alexandra called, coming into the study. She carried two glasses containing steaming hot tea. The glasses were set inside traditional tulip-shaped silver holders.
“Ahh, Alexandra. Thank you.” He reached for the silver handle.
She put her glass on the small table between their chairs, then went to the window next to the fireplace and drew the dark blue curtains together.
“Come and sit by the fire with me,” Moshenko said.
They sat quietly, sipping the tea. He turned slightly to look at her. Her dark brown hair was short, the same way she had worn it from the day they married. They were so young those many years ago.
She glanced over at him with her warm brown eyes and smiled, before asking in her soft voice, “Are you all right, Grigori? You have been quiet these past few days.”
He reached over and patted her arm. “I am fine, my dear. Nothing for you to worry about.” He took a sip of tea, tasting the Ryabinovka-flavored vodka she always remembered to add.
“Grigori, after twenty-seven years, I like to think I know you, and… ”
He put a finger to his lips, and gave a slight shake of his head, pointing overhead, indicating their bedroom. “And you have imagined things in the past, have you not?” he laughed.
She looked at him quizzically for a moment, before understanding. There was something he wanted to tell her, but he would wait until they were in their bedroom. The word “fear” had not yet entered her mind, though.
* * *
Alexandra lay quietly in bed, her eyes never leaving Grigori as he hung his uniform on the chair. She folded the cotton blanket back on his side of the bed. As he laid next to her, she turned on her side, facing her husband, pulling the blanket under her chin.
She placed a hand on his chest, whispering, “What is it, Grigori? What do you want to tell me?”
Moshenko breathed deeply before beginning his story. As he quietly spoke, Alexandra began to shiver. She moved closer to her husband.
Finally, he finished his story, and he put an arm around her. Drawing her closer to him, the feel of her trembling body made his heartache.
“What will we do, Grigori?” she whispered, as tears started welling up in her eyes.
“I do not know, but I do know what I have done was the right thing. I hope you can understand that, Alexandra.”
“I… I am not sure. I understand you wanting to help those men, but at what cost, Grigori?”
“The cost? If I do not help, Alexandra, the cost will be guilt… my guilt, to stay with me for the rest of my life.” She remained quiet, taking in his words. Then he said, “Alexandra, listen to me. We must consider leaving Russia.”
She pushed herself away, staring at him in the darkness, unable to comprehend his words. “Leave?”
“We have no family here, and I think it would be best. But, whatever happens, whatever we decide, Alexandra, we must place our trust in Grant. I know, as do you, that he will do all he can to help us.”
She moved closer to him, needing his warmth, his strength. “How much time do we have to decide, Grigori?”
“I have already spoken with Grant. He will continue with plans to help us, unless you do not want to do this.” He regretted the situation he had put her in, but it would be her decision now. “I know you are afraid, Alexandra, and I understand your fear, but… ”
“No, Grigori,” she said in barely a whisper. She put a finger to his lips. “Do not say more. We will go.”
Husband and wife remained quiet the remaining night hours.

Chapter 5

NIS
Special Operations Office
Saturday — 0600 Hours
Before daybreak a storm moved rapidly through D.C., being driven by thirty knot winds with occasional forty knot gusts. Rain droplets were still splashing against the two office windows, with daylight trying to break through fast-moving gray clouds.
Adler got up and looked down at his dress blues trousers. The bottom of both trouser legs were still wet. When he and Grant arrived at 0530, the storm was still going strong. Rain came down so heavily, storm drains backed up.
He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket, then put a foot on the chair, trying to put a shine back on his black shoes. Folding the handkerchief, he put it back in his pocket, then he went around the desk, stretching his back as he walked to the window.
He pulled up the blind, focusing his eyes on the horizon. “Looks like the storm’s finally over. Jesus! That was like a mini-hurricane!”
Grant sat behind the desk, rocking back and forth in the black leather chair. “Huh? What’d you say, Joe?”
Adler turned away from the window, then stood opposite Grant, resting his fists on the desk. “I said, it looked like a mini-hurricane went through here.” No answer again. “What’s on your mind? Grigori?” he asked as he came around and pulled a chair closer to the desk.
“Grigori, the POWs, the mission.”
Adler leaned back, pushing the chair so it rested on its two back legs. Locking his fingers behind his head, he stared up at the ceiling, with the same three issues going through his mind. “Yeah, and we still don’t have any clear direction.” Looking again at Grant, he asked, “Are we gonna wait for him to call again or get our asses over to Germany?”
Grant got up then sat on the corner of the desk. “Once our gear is at Andrews, we’ll head out.” He snapped his fingers, remembering he had to call Zach. The medical staff had to be notified.
As soon as Grant hung up the phone, Adler asked, “Say, skipper, wanna go get some breakfast in the geedunk? We’ve got time.”
“Maybe that’s what I need. Some protein to help me think better. Come on.”
Adler punched the ground floor button with a knuckle, immediately hearing the elevator motor beginning to whine. He gave Grant a sideways glance, seeing him staring up at the lighted floor numbers above the elevator door.
“Come on, skipper; give your brain a rest, okay?”
“You’re right, Joe.
The sound of the motor stopped, the doors hissing as they parted. Just as the two men stepped inside, they heard hurried footsteps coming down the hall. As the doors started closing, someone shouted, “Captain Stevens!” Adler quickly put a hand out, pushing them open again.
Zach skidded to a stop in front of the elevator, saying out of breath, “You’ve gotta come to the admiral’s office, sir! The colonel’s on the red one!”
* * *
Torrinson was sitting behind his desk, holding the receiver, with his eyes focused on the outer office. He tried to remember the last time a call came in from a KGB officer. Never.
“Sir?” Grant said, standing just outside his office.
Torrinson motioned him and Adler in, then held the receiver out. Grant walked toward the desk and reached for the phone. Torrinson pushed his chair back, and walked over to the window, standing there quietly, with his arms behind his back. Adler stayed by the door.
“I’m here, Grigori,” Grant answered, as he stood to the side of the desk, rubbing his fingers briskly across his forehead.
“Grant, I will arrive at Domodedovo Airport before 1800 hours tomorrow, Russia time. I will be told upon my arrival where I must go to pick up the passengers.”
Domodedovo Airport is twenty-nine miles south southeast of Moscow. It was officially opened in 1965, with the intent to handle long distance domestic travel in the Soviet Union. In 1975 the airport was selected for the inaugural flight of the supersonic Tupolev Tu 144.
Moshenko turned around in the phone booth, with his eyes scanning every person walking by. Then, with a lowered voice, he said, “I have told Alexandra everything, Grant. She agrees with me. We have decided.”
Grant’s heart jumped. He sucked in a deep lungful of air, then exhaled through tight lips. “I understand.”
Moshenko continued, “I have given her the codes we use. If I do not have time to call you, you contact her when you arrive. She will be waiting for you. I will try to give her as much information as possible.”
“You sure that’s what you want to do?”
“We are sure.” Before Grant could comment further, Moshenko said, “My friend, your mission to help these men, it will put you in grave danger. You will let me know if this task, to help us, will add to that danger. I do not want you… ”
Grant detected the emotion in Moshenko’s voice, as he responded, “Remember my words, Grigori. Remember.” There was quiet between both men. Grant cleared his throat, finally saying, “We have a flight to Tempelhof this morning. You call Admiral Torrinson if you need to reach me, okay?”
“Yes, my friend. We will be waiting for you. Da sveedahnya.”
“Da sveedahnya.”
Grant put the phone down slowly, with his hand lingering on the receiver. He suddenly felt a heaviness on his chest, his heart. The realization hit him hard. Had he instigated this? Had his honest offer to help his friend, come to this… a defection?
Torrinson turned away from the window, walked toward Grant, then stopped directly in front of him. “Captain, are you going to fill me in?”
Grant looked into the eyes of John Torrinson. His boss wanted an answer, expected an answer. Could he tell him everything?
Without taking his eyes from Torrinson’s, Grant answered, “Grigori’s been given instructions to go to Domodedovo Airport tomorrow at 1800 hours, Russia time, sir. At that time he’ll be told where the POWs are.”
“And?”
“That’s all he knows, sir.”
Torrinson knew there was more, just from listening to the conversation. “Grant, I think we’ve been honest with each other since I came onboard. Am I right?”
“That’s affirmative, sir.”
“Then, I want you to be honest with me right now. What the hell’s going on?”
Adler walked a few paces farther away from the door, debating whether he should slip out into the outer office. Shit, skipper; how the hell are you gonna handle this? He didn’t have any doubt that nothing, barring prison, would prevent Grant from helping Moshenko.
Grant took a deep breath, then took a step away from Torrinson. Adler’s eyes darted from Grant to Torrinson, concerned on what the next move would be, and who’d be making it.
Finally, Grant turned around, standing with his arms behind his back, at parade rest. “Sir, what Grigori is doing is… well, sir, it takes balls, sir. He’s my friend and I’m really concerned. But in order for us to get final info on the POWs, he knows it’ll be almost impossible for him to contact us. He feels the only way he can do it is through Alexandra, his wife, sir.”
Now Torrinson understood, or so he thought. He went behind his desk and sat in his swivel chair, contemplating. “What do you plan on doing, Grant?”
“Have to wait till we’re in Germany, sir, but I don’t see any other way. Unless Grigori finds a way to contact you or me, I’ll have to contact Alexandra.”
“Are you telling me that’s all, captain? That’s it?” Torrinson inquired, skeptically.
“Yes, sir. That’s all.”
The silence that suddenly hung over the office was interrupted by the buzz of the intercom. Torrinson slapped at the switch. “What is it, Zach?”
“Sir, confirmation from Andrews. Does Captain Stevens need to confirm with them?”
Torrinson looked at Grant, who said, “I can take it on Zach’s phone, sir.” He needed to get the hell out of the admiral’s office post haste. Adler closed the office door behind them.
Once Grant and Adler left, Torrinson slumped down in his chair. He had always trusted Grant, hardly ever questioned his decisions because he knew the job would get done. But something was going on this time, something too private for even Grant to discuss. What the hell is going on? Torrinson questioned, frustrated.
He swung his chair around, and got up quickly. Pacing back and forth behind his desk, he kept trying to understand what Grant was being so secretive about.
Reviewing the words he heard from Grant’s conversation, he suddenly stopped in his tracks. Can’t be! Under his breath, he said, “Defection? Moshenko wants to defect?” As incredulous as it sounded, it made sense. Moshenko wanted Grant’s help to defect!
So, he now had a decision to make. Should he confront Grant and try to get the truth out of him one more time? Or should he let Grant proceed with part two of the mission as if he, Torrinson, didn’t have a clue?
Torrinson crossed his arms over his chest. He walked slowly to the mirror near the couch. Staring up at the eagle attached to the top, a thought hit him. Maybe Grant is keeping this close to the vest because he doesn’t want to get me involved. He wants to protect me. Torrinson contemplated the notion.
“Captain,” he said under his breath, “you drive me nuts sometimes.” That brought a smile. It also brought up another issue. How could he let Grant take the fall if it should all turn to shit? No matter which way they let it happen, their asses could be in serious trouble. “Unless… ” He hurried to his office door and swung it open.
Grant was just ending his call, when Torrinson rushed out of his office. He pointed toward Grant, then Adler, as he jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Captain, lieutenant, into my office!”
Adler closed the door behind him, then walked near Grant. Both of them stood in front of Torrinson’s desk, braced at attention, anticipating a reaming.
“Gentlemen,” he said, before stepping next to Grant, “it is my opinion that Colonel Moshenko has informed you of his plan to defect. Am I correct, Grant?”
The words hit Grant with full impact. He didn’t think he had it in him to deny the fact any longer, especially with what was at stake. With his eyes staring straight ahead, he answered, “Yes, sir. That’s a possibility, sir.”
Torrinson lowered his head, as he slowly walked behind his desk. “At ease, gentlemen.” Both men stood at parade rest. Torrinson asked, “Joe, do you have anything to say?”
“Not at this time, sir.” Adler had no idea where Grant was going to take this G2 (interrogation).
“I see.” Torrinson eased himself down into his chair, then said, “Why don’t you step outside for a minute, Joe.”
“Aye, aye, sir.” Adler braced, then turned and left. Shit!
“Okay, Grant. Let’s you and me hash this out. Why the hell don’t you want to keep me in the loop on this?” He motioned for Grant to sit.
“Sir, I wasn’t positive until Grigori’s last phone call. I’ve got a whole lot running through my brain right now. I’m worried for him and for what he’s doing. I’m worried for Alexandra. And, sir, I don’t have any damn idea on how to make it happen, how to keep them both out of harm’s way. No excuses, sir, but I haven’t had time to put that plan together.”
“I understand, Grant, but you still haven’t answered me.”
“Sir, the more left out of the picture, the more won’t have to answer later, if it all turns to….if it doesn’t work out, sir.”
Torrinson gave a brief smile before saying, “You mean if it all turns to shit?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Well, since I already know, I may as well be brought in, Grant.”
On one hand Grant was relieved, on the other it was somebody else to worry about. “Yes, sir.”
Torrinson tapped the switch on the intercom. “Zach, send Lieutenant Adler back in.”
Once Adler was seated, Grant asked, “Sir, do we need to bring the President in on this?”
Torrinson rested his elbows on the desk and intertwined his fingers. “I plan on doing that, once you advise me the Moshenkos are safely in your hands.”
“Understood, sir.”
Torrinson stood, immediately followed by Grant and Adler. He came around the desk and extended his hand, first to Grant, then to Adler. “Gentlemen, on your way. May fair winds be always at your backs — along with your friends!”
NIS
Special Operations Office
0815 Hours
“So, what’s next, skipper?” Adler asked, as he closed the door to Grant’s office. “Can you think of anybody else who can give us a good reaming before we leave?” he smirked.
“Shit, Joe!” Grant responded. “Couldn’t get out of that one. Had no choice but to bring the admiral in.”
“You don’t have to explain to me. Time to move on, right?”
“Affirmative.” Grant sat on the corner of his desk and picked up the phone receiver. “While I call Tony, why don’t you get our gear from your car? When you get back, see if Zach can arrange transportation for us to Andrews.”
“Aye, aye, skipper!” Adler rushed out of the office.
Grant dialed Mullins’ direct line. “Hey, Tony!”
“Grant! What’s happening?" He went silent for a second before saying, “Say, wait a minute. You wouldn’t be hauling ass, would ya?”
“Yeah, if you ever stop yakkin’ your jaws!” Grant laughed. “We’re getting ready to leave for Andrews. The President got us a Nightingale for bringing back the POWs. We’re flying into Tempelhof.”
The Air Force C-9A, a modified version of the DC-9, is called theNightingale. It’s the only aircraft specifically dedicated to the movement of litter and ambulatory patients. Standard electric outlets throughout the cabin allow for the use of cardiac monitors, respirators, and infusion pumps. A control panel monitors cabin temperature, therapeutic oxygen, and vacuum systems. An auxiliary power unit provides electrical power for uninterrupted cabin A/C, quick servicing during stops, and self-starting for the two jet engines.
The aircraft can accommodate a maximum of forty litter or forty ambulatory patients, as well as multiple combinations of both. There are regular airline seats for ambulatory patients, all facing aft. All the seats and carpeting are blue, while the cabin is white with beige cabinetry.
The crew consists of pilot, co-pilot, flight mechanic, two flight nurses, and three aeromedical technicians.
Turning serious, Mullins said with a lowered voice, “You’ve got my number here and home if you need anything — anything.”
“Appreciate it, Tony.” He picked up a small manila envelope. “Got your ‘letter’ this morning. Can’t thank you enough, buddy.” Inside the envelope were new papers for the Moshenkos.
“My pleasure!”
Grant got off the desk and went to the window, separating the blinds, seeing Adler running to the Mustang. “Have you thought any more about our discussion the other night?”
“Yeah, I have, and why not leave it at that, okay?”
“Do I need to come to Langley and whip your ass?”
Mullins let out a laugh, then answered, “Like to see you try!” Mullins knew he wouldn’t have a chance up against Grant, especially with the black belt he has in karate. “But, hold the thought, okay?”
Grant didn’t have the time to argue. Whatever Mullins decided to do, was out of his control. “Okay, Tony. Be careful.”
“Will do, Grant. You do the same.”
Grant put the receiver down. Dammit, Tony! He wasn’t sure how to take Mullins’ response. Had he decided to not follow them to Germany like he initially intended? Or did he suddenly want to “throw caution to the wind” and possibly fuck up his career?
Adler opened the door and leaned in. “Skipper, van should be here in ten minutes.” He saw Grant’s expression. “Problem?” he asked as he walked into the office.
Grant gave a slight wave. “Hope not.”
“Agent Mullins? He didn’t do an about face on his decision, did he?”
Grant grabbed his cap from the chair. He gave Adler’s shoulder a slap as he walked past him. “Let’s go. I hear Germany calling.”
Andrews Air Force Base
0900 Hours
A gray U.S. Navy van pulled up to the security building on Virginia Avenue. A guard stepped next to the driver’s side.
The driver, Seaman Jason Phelps, displayed his id, while Adler rolled down the window in the backseat. He and Grant held their ids out.
“Morning, sirs,” the guard said, as he perused both cards, comparing the photos to the two officers and the expiration dates. Handing the cards back to Adler, he waved the van through, snapping a quick salute as the van passed.
Seaman Phelps made a right onto E. Perimeter Road. The next three miles would be slow going, in part from a twenty-five mph speed limit and part from rain water still washing across the right-hand lane.
When he’d driven just about three miles, he turned on the signal, and made a left onto Pensacola Street. Driving straight ahead, he followed the road until it ended at a stop sign, behind a group of buildings. Then he continued on the asphalt road that eventually turned into concrete.
“There’s the Nightingale, sirs,” he said pointing ahead to an aircraft with a red cross on its tail. He drove within thirty feet of the aircraft, killed the engine, then quickly opened his door and jumped out. Sliding the passenger door back, he asked, “Can I help you with your bags, sirs?”
“Thanks, seaman,” Adler responded, “but we’ve got them.” He and Grant got out then pulled their rucksacks from behind the seat and lifted their suit bags off the door hooks, slinging them over their shoulders.
“Looks like you got caught in that storm this morning, sir,” the driver said with a quick laugh, pointing toward the bottom of Adler’s trousers.
Adler leaned forward, looking at dark spots on his pants. “And I’ve still got squishies inside my shoes,” he laughed.
Grant noticed the pilot looking out his side window and gave him a thumb’s up. “Guess we’d better board. Thanks for the ride, Seaman Phelps.” They climbed the portable stairs into the cabin.
One of the crew met them at the door. “Welcome aboard, sirs.”
“Thanks,” both Grant and Adler responded.
“Say, is there any particular place we can stow our bags?” Grant asked.
“Let me take them for you, sirs. Why don’t you take your seats? I’ll tell Colonel Whitley we’re ready for departure.”
Grant and Adler settled into their seats and strapped on the seat belts. Grant looked around at the array of medical equipment. How many are still alive because of this aircraft? he wondered. One fact he did know. Nightingales had been used during “Operation Homecoming” at the end of the Vietnam war. They flew the former Hanoi POWs from where they first landed in the States, to their home bases. If luck stayed on his and Joe’s side, they’d be bringing five more men home on this one, along with his two friends.
“Skipper?” Adler tapped Grant’s arm.
“Yeah, Joe.”
“I grabbed some of these from the machine at NIS.” He held out a handful of candy bars across the aisle.
“And none too soon!” Grant said, snatching a Snickers.
The plane’s engines started winding up, the noise mingling with all the normal sounds of an aircraft preparing to depart.
Pressing his head against the seat, Grant’s mind wandered back to the failed mission in Vietnam. It’s not often in his line of work that a second chance comes along. Now, he was getting that second chance. He was going to make it right this time.
Ten minutes into the flight, the medical crew director unbuckled his seat belt, then went to the console where he checked readouts. He swiveled his seat around. “Captain.”
Grant swallowed a mouthful of candy bar. He leaned over the armrest, looking behind him. “What can I do for you?”
“There’s a small fridge over here, next to the one we keep the blood supply in. Sandwiches and drinks were brought onboard for you. Sorry I didn’t mention it sooner.”
“Not a problem. Thanks.” He looked across the aisle at Adler. “Go ahead! I know your mouth’s drooling!”
Grant unsnapped his seatbelt then got up, slipping the crumpled candy wrapper in his trouser pocket. Deciding he needed a stretch, he walked a couple of rows back.
Resting a hand against the bulkhead near a small window, he wanted desperately to begin planning the rescue, but there just wasn’t a place to start until he heard from Grigori — or Alexandra.
He glanced at his watch. There was still another eight hours until they reached Germany. That would put it close to 2400 hours in Moscow. Grigori should be home. Grant was still feeling uneasy about putting Alexandra at risk with phone calls. The decision she and Grigori made was out of his hands, at least for now.
Adler walked up next to him. “Well, skipper, do you have any kind of plan yet? All our gear is ready, but that’s about it.”
Grant patted Adler’s shoulder. “I know.”
“I can’t help think about the President’s request, you know, no bloodshed. I sort of understand why he wants it done that way.”
“My thought, too. The quieter we do this, all the better. I’ll say this… if we don’t have any choice, we don’t have any choice. Our mission is to get those men home safely.” He brushed a hand over the top of his head, then slid it down behind his neck, squeezing the muscles. “We’ve gotta protect them, by any means.”
“I agree, boss.” Adler thought a minute. “Do you really think this whole issue will be kept quiet, I mean, out of the press?”
“Don’t know, but for their sake, I sure as hell hope so. They’ve been through enough. They don’t need to be put on display. But if the higher ups deem it so, there’s not any way in hell we can stop it.”
“Christ!” Adler spat out. “You think they would?”
“Why not?” Grant thought for a moment. “But, remember when Hanoi released the other POWs?”
“How could I forget?”
“It was as if a weight was lifted off the whole country. I guess there’s two ways to look at it.” With his head down, thinking of both possibilities, Grant returned to his seat.
These two men always knew when it was time to ease the tension, the anxiety. Adler took his seat across the aisle, biting into his second sandwich.
“Did you leave me any?” Grant asked, as he picked one up from the seat next to him.
Adler looked at the one Grant was holding in his hand, and pointed at it. “You mean you’re gonna need more than that one?”
Grant ignored the question, and reached into his jacket pocket. He held his hand out, with two sandwiches in his palm, and with a raised eyebrow, said, “I know you. Remember?”
“Were the hell did you get those?”
“Geedunk, my friend.”
“Well, aren’t you the Boy Scout? Always prepared!”
“Damn straight!”

Chapter 6

Tempelhof Air Base
Berlin, Germany
2330 Hours — Local Time
A light steady rain splashed against the plane’s windshield as it broke through heavy cloud cover, with the runway lights of Tempelhof coming into view. In the distance the city lights of Berlin were barely visible on the horizon.
A complex of four-story apartment buildings stood on both sides of the plane’s landing approach, three hundred yards from the end of Runway 27R. A long row of double landing lights were centered down several acres of brush, separating the apartments.
The plane touched down on concrete, with its six tires kicking up standing water. Within five minutes the C-9A pulled up to the terminal. The whining sound of the engines slowly decreased, until there was silence. Grant and Adler snapped open their seat belts and started gathering their gear.
While they waited for someone to open the door, Grant walked to the cockpit. He poked his head into the cabin. “Thanks for the flight, gentlemen."
“Our pleasure,” smiled Jim Whitley.
“Will you be hanging out here till we’re ready to fly back?” Grant asked.
“That’s right; presidential orders and all that,” Whitley laughed. His smiling face turned serious. “In all honesty, we’d be more than willing to help out, with or without those orders. We’ll stay here as long as it takes, captain.”
“Appreciate that.”
As Grant turned, Adler stepped next to him. “You take your suit bag. I’ve got this,” Adler said, taking Grant’s rucksack. “Go on ahead and make your call. I’ll be right behind you.”
Base Operations
2345 Hours
A long rectangular sign was fixed above the glass entryway. The white sign with black letters read: BASE OPERATIONS. Grant jogged up the concrete steps, then pushed open the glass door. He checked in at the desk. An airman inspected his ID and official papers. “Oh, Captain Stevens, sir. I’ve got an urgent message for you.” He left the counter.
Grant thought, Must be from the admiral.
“Here you are, sir,” Airman Duffy said, handing Grant a sealed manila envelope.
“Thanks, airman.” He walked to the opposite side of the counter and laid his suit bag on top. Out of habit, he quickly scanned the room, military base or not. He slid his finger under the seal, finally drawing out a single sheet of paper.
The message was from Admiral Torrinson. It read: “Received call from your contact at 1700 hours my time. Call me.”
Grant folded the paper and slipped it into his jacket pocket. Hooking his fingers around the suit bag hanger, he hurried back to the main desk. “Excuse me, airman. Is there a secure phone I can use?”
“Wait one, sir.” Airman Duffy left the counter and walked into a room at the end of the counter.
Within a matter of seconds, he returned with Lieutenant Briscoe. “Captain? You need a secure phone?”
“Yes. Yes, I do. Got one I can use?”
“Come around the counter and follow me, sir.”
Grant was led through one door, and ten feet beyond it was another, this one with a security keypad. The lieutenant punched in the code, then held open the door. “Here you go. I guess you know it’s the red one.”
“Thanks. Do me a favor, will you? When Lieutenant Adler checks in, could you pass the word where I am?”
“Yes, sir.”
Grant closed the door. He sat at the desk, picked up the receiver and dialed NIS. All the while his mind raced. He hoped Torrinson had some good news, news that would enable him to put a plan into action.
A minute later, Torrinson was on the line. “I’ll keep this short, Grant. Colonel Moshenko is to report to the airport by 1800 hours Moscow time. He has not, I repeat, he has not been given a pickup location. The final destination is still East Germany, but no precise location.”
“Nothing?” Grant asked with obvious surprise and concern.
“That’s correct.”
“Guess the premier can be just as paranoid as us, sir.”
“Most likely. And the President still hasn’t received any word from Gorshevsky. Look, Grant, he wants those men brought home. It doesn’t sound like he wants to make any kind of exchange.”
“I just don’t understand, admiral. Something must be going down. Why wouldn’t he want to discuss an exchange of our men, sir, POWs who’ve been through hell?” Grant could only shake his head, unable to understand political bullshit. He went quiet.
“Grant?”
“Sir, you know Joe and I are ready. We’ll do whatever it takes. But sending us in before even trying to negotiate, taking a chance when so much serious shit can go wrong. Uh, sorry, sir.”
“Grant, you know I agree totally.”
“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, admiral. Guess I got carried away. Maybe I’ve been doing this too long, sir. I might be questioning things I never would have questioned in the past.”
Now Torrinson worried. It wasn’t like Grant to disagree like this, or to question. Was he really thinking about resigning? Or maybe this POW thing had gotten under his skin too much… in ’75 and again now. “Captain, this isn’t the time.”
“You’re right, sir. I apologize. It’s not up to me to question the President.”
“Then this conversation never happened, okay?”
“Yes, sir. Thanks.”
“Now, has that brain of yours gone into action yet?”
“Yes, sir. It has.”
“Any chance you can give me a hint?”
“You know me, sir. Any plan can change in a heartbeat, but right now I think Joe and I need to focus on getting aboard that chopper.”
Torrinson got a sudden chill up his back. “You sure that’s the only way, Grant?”
“Right now, yes, sir.”
Torrinson rubbed his red, tired eyes. He was putting his trust in Grant again. “Well, just keep me in the loop… if you have the time.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
Grant started to leave the room when he thought, May as well call Tony.
After three rings, Mullins answered. “Whoever you are, speak to me.”
“Hey, Mullins-san!” Grant first called Mullins by this name when they were on the Bronson mission in the Sea of Japan.
“Shit! Grant! Wait! Need to turn down the TV. Hey! Where are you?”
“Tempelhof. We landed about 2330 my time.”
“Okay. Now tell me what you need?” he laughed.
“Let me first ask you this. How fast can you make a delivery to the hometown of my friend?”
“Your friend? Ohhh! Your friend! When and what do you need?” Mullins opened an end table drawer, pulling out a notepad and pen, getting ready to add to the list.
After a previous discussion at the Agency, the three men had reviewed the type of equipment Grant and Adler would request from Mullins if they needed any.
“Need everything on the original shopping list, Tony. It’s just that we need them delivered to that out of the way apartment Joe and I stayed at one time.” The apartment was more like a safe house used by Moshenko. “Do you still have the address?” Grant asked.
“Yeah, I do,” Mullins answered, seeing the street name scroll across his brain like announcements on the bottom of a TV screen. “How soon?”
“We’ve got a flight around 0800 hours our time. So, you can figure our arrival at the apartment will be around 1500 hours. Think you can do it?”
“Will try my damnedest, buddy.”
“Tony, you’ve gotta promise me one thing.”
“What might that be?”
“That you’ll pull out of this if anything doesn’t feel right. We’ll make due with whatever my friend leaves us. Deal?”
“How much time do I have to decide?”
“Tony! I swear to God, I’ll… ”
“Okay! Deal! Are you satisfied?”
“I’ll talk to you when we get back.” He wanted to slam the phone down but thought otherwise. Maybe he never should have asked Mullins for help to begin with.
He left the office and thanked the airman and lieutenant. He started walking away when he stopped. Will have to chance it and call Grigori early. “Say, lieutenant, any possibility I could use that phone in the morning, maybe around 0400?”
“Don’t see why not, sir. I’ll leave word with the duty officer.”
“Appreciate it,” Grant said, offering his hand. He turned around, seeing Adler walking toward him with a rucksack in each hand.
Even though there was still a helluva lot to do and plan, he finally had something in mind. He could make it work. He had to make it work.
“What's up?” Adler asked, as he handed Grant his gear. “Anything from the admiral?”
Grant kept his voice low. “Grigori still hasn’t been given the location of the men, not even his final destination. It’s still just East Germany.” Adler remained quiet. “Let’s head over to the hotel and get a couple hours sleep. Then we’ll start… ”
“Skipper, why wait? Hell, you know we won’t be able to sleep anyway!”
“You’re right. Come on.”
Adler reached out and grabbed Grant’s arm. He stepped closer. He’d seen the look all too many times before. “You already have something up your sleeve, don’t you?”
Grant backed against the door, opening it. “It’s about damn time, don’t you think?”
Moscow
Moshenko's Apartment
0650 Hours — Local Time
Alexandra was in the kitchen, preparing zavtrak (breakfast). She stood by the three-burner gas stove in the corner. As she stirred the kasha (porridge), she occasionally glanced out the window.
Taking a taste of the cereal from a wooden spoon, she added more milk and a touch of sugar. She lowered the flame under the heavy pot, then went to the counter next to a small sink. The counters were made of smooth, wide pieces of oak, covered with colored oil cloth.
Unwrapping a loaf of black bread, she cut a thick slice, buttered it, then topped it with a slice of ham. She gave the porridge one more stir, as she heard her husband’s heavy footsteps coming down the stairs. It had been another sleepless night for both of them.
He walked up behind her, leaning over her shoulder, inhaling the sweet aroma from the porridge. “Ahh. It smells wonderful, my dear,” he said, as he kissed her cheek.
“Sit, Grigori,” she smiled as she poured some hot tea into the glass and put it on the table.
Hanging his uniform jacket on the back of a wooden chair, he sat down and reached for the glass. Just then, the double ring of the phone in his study made them both look into the room, then back at each other.
He got up and took hurried steps toward his desk. She followed closely, still carrying the steaming kettle. When she got to the doorway, she stopped and waited.
He picked up the receiver. “Moshenko.” Finally hearing the familiar voice speaking in impeccable Russian, he breathed a sigh. He looked at Alexandra and nodded. She took a small step into the room.
He responded, “Yes, yes, I understand, but you have not reached the correct party. Of the two numbers you are inquiring about, only the second one sounds familiar, but I am afraid I cannot help you any further. Yes. You are welcome.” He replaced the receiver, then stood and walked toward Alexandra. She looked up at him, her eyes imploring for him to tell her what Grant said. She stood by his side, waiting.
Moshenko remained quiet as he sat at the table. Finally, he reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze, refusing to let go. “Come, Alexandra. Have some breakfast with me. You have certainly made enough.” She brushed her fingers over his short jet black hair, noticing a few more grays at the temple, then she sat across from him, taking a small spoonful of kasha.
“Will you be at the hospital this morning?” he asked.
“Yes,” she answered quietly. “We are still trying to isolate that new strain of virus. More children have been infected.” She worked morning hours at the Moscow Children’s Hospital as a lab technician, one of the few females to hold such a position in Moscow. She was highly competent and respected, and the wife of a KGB officer.
“I am sorry, Alexandra. I know you are concerned.”
“Yes,” she nodded, “I am.” With the look on his face she knew he understood her answer meant more than just the children.
They remained quiet while he finished his meal. Finally, he stood, went to the sink and turned on the water. When he turned around, she was standing in front of him, looking up into his dark eyes.
He held her close and whispered in her ear, “I will call you. Do not worry.” He kissed the top of her head. Taking a couple of steps to the chair, he lifted his olive green gabardine jacket from the back, then put it on.
She turned off the water, and asked him, “Will you be home for dinner?” She knew he would not be, but they must continue with the charade.
“I may be a little late.”
As he buttoned his jacket, she stood in front of him, repeating a routine she had done each day for so long. She brushed her hand over the olive green shoulder boards with three metal gold stars of a colonel, making sure the cloth collar tabs were laying flat. Finally, she adjusted his ribbons over his left chest, tilting her head as she did a final inspection. She repeated the same action for his KGB honored co-worker and academy graduation badges over his right chest.
“There,” she said with a smile.
He took her hands in his and kissed them. Then he put on his cap as he walked to the door. “You start dinner regular time, all right?”
She nodded. He closed the door quietly behind him.
Hotel Bayernin
Outside Tempelhof Air Base
Grant’s Room
0515 Hours
“Joe! Open up!”
Adler got off the couch. “I smell food!”
Having heard the response, Grant was laughing when he walked in, carrying two full paper bags, and an open carton of milk, extending one bag out in front of him. “Whoa! Down boy!” he said as Adler grabbed the bag.
Adler immediately ripped the top of the bag open. “Bacon and egg sandwiches? Where the hell’d you get these?” he asked, as he started whipping out the wrapped food parcels, a bag of donuts, orange juice cartons, and coffee in paper cups.
Grant took off his dress blues jacket, then laid it on the back of the couch. “I bribed the geedunk manager to open up early,” he answered as he stretched his arms high overhead and yawned. Rubbing both hands vigorously over his face, he felt stubble. The hell with it. He finally plopped down on the couch.
“So,” Adler said, as he sat on the floor, “did you make contact with the colonel?” He unwrapped a sandwich and took a bite.
Grant leaned forward, pointing at the food. “Hey, hand me one of those and a coffee. Yeah. As usual, it was a really short conversation, but I got my message across.”
Swallowing the last bit of his first egg sandwich, Adler reached for another and said, “Okay. Tell me. What’s the plan?”
Grant took a swig of black coffee to wash down the remaining egg. “We’re going to Moscow.”
“Moscow? I thought East Germany was… ”
Grant shook his head. “I know. I know. But how can we be sure Grigori’s been told the truth about going to East Germany? Antolov is waiting till the last minute to give him a final destination and where he’s to pick up the POWs.”
“I see your point.” Adler got up off the floor, stretched his back, then reached for a coffee cup. “Does he know we’re comin’?” Not getting any response, he asked, “Is your mind going in a different direction again?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah, he knows. Listen, I called Tony while I was in base ops.”
“Care to fill me in?” Adler drank the last drop of coffee, smashed the paper cup between his hands, then picked up another.
“Need to get more firepower.” He reached into the larger bag, took out the bag of donuts, and dumped them on a napkin. Snatching a chocolate cake donut, he reached for the milk carton.
Adler grabbed a jelly donut and asked, “So you think he can get it here before we make our exit?”
Grant shook his head. “Gonna try to have it waiting for us in Moscow.”
Adler’s eyebrows shot up. “Whoa! Tall order, don’t you think?”
“Wouldn’t think so for the ‘Cowboy.’ Besides, Grigori will have some equipment there, just like last time. If Tony can’t come through, we should have enough.” He brushed his hands together, wiping away crumbs. “Told him to back out if things started getting hairy for him.”
“Think he’ll listen?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
“Tell you what. If he doesn’t listen, I’ll hold him while you beat the crap out of him, okay?” Grant just smiled, then he finished off the last drop of milk.
“Hey, skipper,” Adler said in between a yawn. “I think I’ll go to my room. Need a shower and maybe a shave.”
“Thinking the same thing myself.”
“Meet you here in about thirty minutes.”
“Don’t you want another sandwich or more donuts?”
“Get them when I come back.”
0730 Hours — Local Time
The morning ride by taxi from the hotel to Schonefeld took about twenty minutes. If it had been anything but sunny, traffic along the two-lane road would have been bumper to bumper. Weather can wreak havoc close to this airport.
Schonefeld Airport was the location of the Henschel aircraft factory up until 1945. At the beginning of the Cold War, it was taken over by the Soviets, and then eventually turned into an East German civilian airport.
The taxi pulled up to a checkpoint crossing into East Berlin. An East German guard, with his weapon slung over his shoulder, stepped near the car. Adler rolled down the window, handing the guard his ID booklet showing the German name “Lukas Baeker.” The guard compared the picture to the face, handed it back to Adler, then reached for Grant’s. The guard didn’t think twice about an East German and Russian traveling together, as he examined Grant’s ID with the name “Dmitri Petrukhin.” He handed it back, and waved the taxi on.
Having secured their military rucksacks, uniforms, dollars, and wallets with all ids in a location at base ops, Grant and Adler bought plain canvas satchels with leather handles, more frequently carried by Europeans. They packed another set of civilian clothes, carried no firearms, except for det cord and pencils Adler had hidden. They couldn’t risk it. Moshenko and Mullins would have to come through.
Once they reached the terminal, they separated. This taxi ride would be the last time they’d be seen together until they reached Moscow.

Chapter 7

Budapest Hotel
Moscow
1430 Hours — Local Time
The Budapest Hotel is located on Neglinnaya Ulitsa, one of the most famous streets in Moscow. An old nineteenth century building, it reopened as a hotel during the 1950s. Much of its popularity came not only from its character, but from its location, being only a few hundred meters from Red Square and the Kremlin.
The two Americans arrived in separate taxis, about ten minutes apart, then they each started for their final rendezvous… the safe house.
They were familiar with the route they now traveled. Following back streets and alleys, each of them kept their senses on full alert. Never turning around to look over a shoulder, they only listened for unusual sounds and footsteps.
Walking on opposite sides and staying about two blocks apart, they occasionally glanced overhead, looking at windows, looking for eyes possibly looking at them.
Finally, they met up at the end of an alley where it came to a T. They looked up and down what could only be classified as a path, wide enough for one vehicle. Potholes, broken pieces of wood, shards of glass, and hardly recognizable material were scattered as far as they could see. On either side were rows of abandoned buildings, built above vacant garages.
They focused on their destination, straight in front of them. Hurrying across the path, they stopped in front of large double garage doors, made of heavy, vertical wood planks. A rusted bolt held them closed. Adler gave the bolt a yank, then dragged the door open. They rushed inside.
The interior was barely large enough to house two vehicles. There were two rough-hewn oak columns separating the space. The floor was made up of hard-packed dirt and tiny pebbles. Only a few, thin streaks of sunlight filtered through the doors.
Grant took the lead, walking to, then climbing a wooden ladder on the left side against the wall. At the top was a heavy, metal door with a lock below the handle. He tried the handle. Locked, as it should be. He gave Adler his satchel, then reached into his trouser pocket and removed a single key, inserting it into the slot. Forcing the key to the right, the lock finally clicked. He removed the key and dropped it in his pocket. Pressing down on the handle, he pushed the door open.
Except for faint light filtering up from the garage, the room was completely dark, without a single window. Lacking any kind of ventilation, the air was oppressive, muggy, with the temperature hovering around twenty-five Celsius.
They hesitated just long enough to let their eyes adjust to the darkness inside. Carefully stepping off the top step of the ladder, Grant had barely walked into the room, when a sudden movement behind the door made him swing around.
He was ready to strike until he heard, “Whoa! Grant!”
Immediately recognizing the voice, Grant dropped his arms and angrily said, “What the shit are you doing here?”
Mullins stepped closer, sliding his .45 into his leather shoulder holster. “Well, it’s fuckin’ good to see you, too!”
Adler dropped the bags. “What the hellare you doing here, Tony? And how the hell did you get in? No! Wait! I don't wanna know!”
Mullins leaned over and picked up a kerosene lamp. “Answering the second part of your question, Joe, don’t forget. I’ve got ‘associates’ here. That’s why you didn’t find any open locks.” He struck a wooden match, lit the lamp, then closed the door. He hung the lamp from a hook on a beam near a table. “And Grant, you wanted a special delivery, so… ”
“So, you decided to make the damn delivery personally,” Grant finally said, his irritation obvious as he shook his head.
Mullins responded, “Look, you guys are gonna need extra help. We’re talking five Americans who might need help themselves.”
Grant didn’t have time to continue arguing. It wouldn’t do any good, anyway. All he really wanted to do was spit. “I’m going to ignore you for awhile, if you don’t mind,” he said as he brushed past Mullins and started walking around the room.
“Sure. Whatever you want.”
Grant looked around the room, noticing some kind of box or trunk in the shadows, pushed against the back wall. “Yours?” he asked, indicating with his thumb.
“Nope. My stuff’s over there.” Mullins pointed to a metal case.
“Joe, you check that. I’ll see what Grigori left for us.” He glanced at his watch, thinking, We’re cutting this close.
Mullins pulled a wooden stool from under the rickety table and took a seat. He decided to stay in the background for the time being until Grant cooled off.
Grant knelt on one knee next to the old wooden trunk and lifted the lid. A familiar-looking briefcase stood upright near the left side of the trunk. Lifting it out, he put it on the floor, then pressed the latches outward. The locks opened with a snap.
Inside was the exact gear Moshenko gave them the last time they were here, encased in thick, protective black foam: two Makarov 9mm PMs (Pistolet Makarov); eight extra fully loaded clips; two throat mikes with earpieces, and two hand-held radio transceivers.
Closing the briefcase, he grabbed the handle, then walked to where Mullins was sitting. He put the briefcase on the table, but didn’t take his eyes from the agent.
Mullins slid off the stool, taking a step closer to him. “Look, you just let me tag along. You know I can do the job. I can handle this thing, you know,” he said tapping his holster.
Grant took a deep breath, letting it out through tight lips. “Let me bring you up to speed, Tony. The President doesn’t want any bloodshed. So, can you handle that, ‘Cowboy’?”
“I’ll do what needs to be done. Don’t you worry. But how the hell can you not expect any bloodshed? How can you guarantee that?”
“Never said I didn’t expect it. Just stating what the President requested.” Grant left it at that, but at the same time, he started having one of his gut feelings. It wasn’t good. A decision had to be made, and he’d just made it.
Hooking his thumbs in his back pockets, he said to Mullins, “Look, to tell you the truth, I’m worried about Alexandra, Tony. I don’t want to leave her alone. She’s probably terrified. If you insist on being part of this, I think you need to stay with her while we’re gone. We may need to get her out in a hurry.”
Mullins took a step back. Even in the dimly lit room, his face couldn’t hide his surprise. But then his eyes narrowed, and he stepped closer to Grant, asking between clenched teeth, “You’re telling me you want me to babysit?”
Grant had had it, and his voice boomed, “What the hell’s wrong with you?”
“You’re just trying to keep me out of the way, aren’t you?” Mullins yelled back.
Grant couldn’t believe this conversation was happening, especially with Mullins. Something was going on, something was definitely gnawing away at him. The frustration was getting out of control.
The two men were nearly toe to toe. Grant ground his teeth, finally saying, “Do you have any idea what’ll happen to her if and when the KGB discovers what Grigori’s done? Do you?” he shouted. “Look. I don’t have any more damn time to argue with you. You can get the hell out of here, and go home. You never should’ve come in the first place.”
Mullins instantly realized he’d made a mistake. He was here to support the mission, not question it, not jeopardize it. “Jesus! Grant, I’m sorry. Tell me what I need to do.”
Grant wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, as he backed away from Mullins, getting his blood pressure back to normal. Looking at Mullins through intense brown eyes, he asked, “Are you sure? Because if you’re not… ”
“I’m sure,” Mullins nodded. He’d just become part of the mission.
Grant took a deep breath. “Okay. Now listen. Alexandra hardly speaks any English, but she’s smart, so she’ll understand. You’ve gotta be careful with any conversations in that apartment, though. There could be ‘bugs.’
“It’d probably be best if she goes to work tomorrow. I think she still just works morning hours. You know the routine. Keep her in sight, but stay out of sight. If you feel there’s the remotest possibility of danger, you immediately take her here.”
“Understand, Grant.” That was the only reply necessary.
Grant kept an eye on him as he asked, “Joe, all the gear sorted?”
“Yeah, skipper. Divvied up and put in the satchels.”
Grant turned his attention to the briefcase and opened it, took out a Makarov, then loaded a clip with the cartridges. He slipped it into the waistband at the back of his trousers, then rolled a thin belt around a black leather holster. “Here, Joe,” he said, holding the holster out. “Put this in the satchel with yours.”
“Tony, take one of these.” He handed Mullins a radio. They set the frequencies. “You got extra ammo?” Mullins patted both jacket pockets.
Giving his watch a quick glance, he took a deep breath. “Ready?”
Mullins and Adler nodded. Whatever plan there was, it had just begun.
* * *
Leaving at least a block separating them, the three men walked at a brisk pace, trying not to draw any attention to themselves. They had a little over a mile to cover before reaching Stoleshnikov Lane and the apartment of Grigori Moshenko.
This apartment complex was one of many built from the Khrushchovka design, named for Nikita Khrushchev. It was an early attempt at industrialized and prefabricated buildings. The elements (or panels) were made at concrete plants and trucked to the site as needed. From 1961 to 1968, sixty-four thousand units of this type were built in Moscow.
Since elevators were considered too costly and time-consuming to build, all Khrushchovka apartments were only five-stories, the last being completed during 1971.
In Moshenko’s complex, the three, five-story buildings formed a U. His building, one of the newest in Moscow, was in the back, off the main road. Two corner apartments were two levels, one belonging to Moshenko.
Grant, followed by Adler, then Mullins walked past the complex, each of them ducking into a stand of trees, finally joining up.
The grounds around them were empty, quiet. Confident they were safe, they made their way behind the first building. When they reached the corner, they stopped briefly, ensuring the area was still clear, then hustled to the back building. Without any hesitation, they entered from a side door.
Grant motioned for Adler to secure this door and for Mullins to follow him. They turned and started walking down the hallway. Grant kept his right hand on the pistol tucked into the back of his trousers, hidden under his jacket.
The hallway was dark. An overhead lightbulb was broken. Slivers of glass had been kicked toward the baseboards. They stayed close to the wall, listening for voices. But only silence surrounded them.
Grant stopped in front of a door with the letter “A” painted above it. He handed Mullins his satchel, then signaled for him to wait at the exit door farther down the hall.
Once Mullins was positioned, Grant tapped three times on the apartment door.
As he waited, he looked back towards Adler. Then, there was a slight sound on the other side of the door, with a soft voice asking in Russian, “Who is it?”
“Alexandra, it’s Grant.” He heard a lock being turned, then the door opened. He took one more look toward Adler and Mullins, then slipped into the apartment, closing the door quietly behind him.
Putting a finger to his lips, he took her hand, went to the kitchen and turned on the water. The pipes behind the wall rattled and the water sputtered several seconds before flowing evenly.
Grant gave her a quick hug, trying to put her at ease. She wasn’t able to hide her nervousness. Her life was changing in a dramatic and possibly dangerous way. She nervously rubbed her hand on her black skirt, causing one edge of her white blouse to come out at the waistband.
Standing close to her, and keeping his voice low, he asked with obvious concern, “Are you okay?” She looked up at him and nodded, trying to smile. He reached for her shaking hand, holding it in both of his, hoping it would calm her, but he needed information. “Is Grigori going to call you?”
“Yes, before six from Domodedovo,” she responded, as tears started filling her brown eyes.
Grant knew that would be too late. He and Adler had to leave now, before Moshenko departed. Leaning toward her, he asked, “You still know the codes, right?” Again she nodded. “When Grigori calls, you tell him what time I left here and there will be two of us going to Domodedovo.” She held up two fingers in confirmation, and he nodded.
He motioned toward the front door. Standing quietly, he looked down at her, thinking, She’s your responsibility now, Stevens, yours and Mullins.
Her eyes widened as she remembered something, then she held up her hand, meaning for him to wait.
She rushed into the study. Pulling open a drawer in the desk, she rummaged through papers, searching for a key. Taking it out, she wrote a quick note, then rushed back to Grant, lifted his hand, and dropped the key and note into his palm. He looked at the tag hanging from a piece of twine, with the word “groozaveek” (truck) and then the note. It had the address of where Moshenko parked the vehicle. He smiled as he slipped both items into his jacket pocket.
He whispered, “A friend of mine is going to stay with you. His name is Tony. You can trust him. He doesn’t speak Russian, but I think you’ll both do fine. He’ll protect you, Alexandra.” She squeezed Grant’s hand in understanding. “Don’t make any phone calls. Leave your papers in a purse. Tony has new ones for you, and remember, when the time comes, take very little. No suitcase, okay?” She merely nodded. Needing final confirmation, he asked, “Are you sure about this, Alexandra? Do you both want to do this?”
He wiped a tear from her cheek with his thumb, as she replied, “Da.”
Giving her a hug, he tried to reassure her as he whispered, “It will be all right, Alexandra. We’ll take care of everything. You’ll both be safe. I promise.” Then he carefully opened the door part way, poked his head out, and signaled for Mullins.
Quietly, brief introductions were made. Then Grant motioned for Mullins to follow him into the hallway. “Tony, if Grigori calls, you contact me on the radio. We’re flying by the seat of our pants from now on.” He took his satchel from Mullins.
“What happens if I need to get her out?”
“You’ve got the passport and papers, right?”
“Yeah, right here,” Mullins answered, patting his upper pocket.
“I told her to put her old ones in a purse to be kept here. It might throw off KGB if they search. Besides, I don’t want her accidentally showing it if it comes to that. Christ! I know she’s scared to death, for herself and Grigori.”
Mullins shook Grant’s shoulder. “You need to get outta here now, buddy. I’ll handle things.”
As he was about to leave, Alexandra stepped in the doorway, and tugged on Grant’s arm. He leaned toward her as she stood on her toes to give him a kiss on the cheek, and she whispered, “Spaseeba, Grant.” (Thank you.) She went back into the apartment.
Mullins grabbed Grant’s hand, holding it firmly. “Keep your head down, ya hear?”
“Yeah, Tony. You, too.” Giving Mullins’ hand one last squeeze, he said, “See you in Berlin!” He signaled for Adler to leave, then he went to the opposite exit door, gave Adler a few seconds head start, then left the building.
Mullins waited until both of them left, then he closed the apartment door.
Grant met Adler at the clump of trees. “We’re heading to the Metro, about a six minute walk south. Grigori’s left the key to the truck. It’s parked near there.” He gave directions, then said, “Stay within a block of me. Once you see me at the truck, stay where you are. I’ll pick you up. Let’s go.”
The two were on their way to the Metro known as Ploshchad Sverdlova. Opened in 1938, it was part of the second state of construction of the Moscow Metro system, and for residents, it was ideally located near numerous theaters, including the Bolshoi Theatre.
Grant shielded his eyes as he looked overhead. The wind was picking up. Dark clouds were on the horizon, blowing in from the West.
He kept up a steady pace, brushing past Russians caught up in their own lives, just trying to survive. As he walked he couldn’t help think about all the missions he’d been on, but this one had special meaning.
The Team’s inability to rescue the POWs in ‘75 hung over him like the black clouds heading toward him now. The failure troubled his mind. As strong of a person that he was, both physically and mentally, it was his heart that felt the pain. And now he had the additional responsibility of Grigori and Alexandra. Her face, anxious and distressed, remained in his mind’s eye.
It was imperative that everyone survive this mission. If any part of it turned to shit, and if he survived, he’d have to make one of the most important decisions of his life. Would this be his last mission?
Snapping out of his thoughts, he found himself in front of the Metro. He slowed his pace and looked down a line of parked vehicles, each one at a slight angle, facing toward the sidewalk.
Walking slower, he spotted a truck, confirmed the license plate number, then he went around the back and put his satchel inside. Digging the key from his pocket, he opened the door, then slid behind the steering wheel. No one paid him any mind as he started the engine. He adjusted the side mirror. With one foot on the brake and the other pressing down on the clutch, he shifted into reverse, backed up slowly, then shifted back into first.
Adler walked toward the street when he saw the truck. Grant pulled alongside the curb and stopped. He reached across the seat and unlocked the passenger door. Adler pushed his satchel toward the middle of the seat, as he was getting in.
“See anybody we should worry about?” Grant asked.
“Nobody.”
Grant took a quick check of his watch. They would be cutting it close, with twenty-six miles to go to the airport. He looked in the side view mirror, waited for a van and two Volgas to pass, then he pulled away from the curb. “Let’s get the hell outta here.”

Chapter 8

Kashirskoye Highway
1720 Hours
They’d been driving along Kashirskoye Highway for twenty-minutes, one of the major streets coming out of Moscow that eventually leads to the town of Kashira.
Adler glanced out the side window. “Looks like that storm might be passing us by.” Light from an early evening sun broke through passing clouds. Winds had died down to under fifteen knots.
He looked across at Grant and asked, “You have any idea where the colonel’s gonna be?”
“Taking a shot he’ll be at the north end of the airport. On the opposite side of the two runways there’s a helo pad. Grigori pointed it out last time we came through here, remember? Right now that’s our best bet.” He slowly shook his head. “Wish we could have talked to him one more time.”
Something started nagging at him, something about the chopper. The flying distance to East Germany had to be at least a thousand miles. Making that trip in a chopper would take well over six hours. There’d have to be refueling at least twice.
Who the hell came up with the idea of a chopper to begin with? And why? Grigori can fly anything, and he confirmed he’d be going to head up security. Maybe there’d be a plane waiting at the next location. That’s a plausible explanation.
Grant readjusted his body on the seat, getting more anxious. Suddenly, a terrifying thought came to his mind. Chopper or plane. Grigori. POWs. All in one place. “Fuck!” he shouted, slamming his fist against the steering wheel.
Adler nearly came out of his seat. “Shit! Now what?”
Grant gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white. “Christ, Joe! What if the plan is to dispose of Grigori and the POWs on the way to East Germany? What if that chopper is going to go down, intentionally?”
“You really don’t think… ”
“Jesus! I hope I’m wrong, Joe. I sure as hell hope I’m wrong. But no matter what I think, I’m going to be on that chopper. It’s too late to change plans.”
“Hey, skipper. I’ve said this before, but don’t think about leaving me behind,” Adler said, keeping his eyes on Grant. “We’re in this together, no matter what the fuck happens.”
“I know,” Grant replied. “Listen, get on the horn and call Tony. He should still be in range. He needs to get Alexandra out now. Tell him not to go to the safe house. They need to get out of Russia. And ask him if Grigori’s called.”
Without questioning, Adler pulled the radio from the satchel.
Moscow
Moshenko Apartment
Mullins put a hand on the radio. He snapped his head around, looking at Alexandra, as he put a finger to his lips. He lifted the radio from his belt then quickly and silently went to the door. Going out into the hallway, and ensuring he was alone, he replied softly, “Cowboy here.”
Adler kept it short. “Leave immediately. Forget the safe house. Go to final destination. Wait till contacted. Copy?”
“Copy.”
“Have you received any calls?”
“Nothing.”
“Okay. Good luck.”
“You, too, my friends.” Mullins took a deep breath. Were his friends in trouble or just being cautious? Not the time to question or wonder. He went back inside the apartment.
Alexandra stood by the stairs, waiting, but she had a suspicion they were leaving. Mullins stepped close to her. He had to make her understand completely. He reached into his pocket and pulled out her new papers. Holding them in front of her, she stared, nodded, then immediately ran upstairs.
She was already prepared for this exact situation, remembering what Grant told her. One final time, she opened a purse in the closet, making sure her “old” papers were there. Grabbing a black raincoat, she picked up a large handbag, made of needlepoint, that contained a change of clothes and a few essentials. Giving the room one last look, she tried with everything in her to keep her emotions in check. Then she turned and rushed down to meet Mullins.
Mullins whispered, “Okay?” She tried to smile. He opened the door and stepped into the hall. Motioning for her to wait, he hurried to the exit door and looked around outside. Clear. Going back to the apartment, he offered her his hand and led her into the hallway, waiting briefly as she closed the door.
Something tugged at his heart, knowing she was closing the door to the only life she ever knew, willing to risk it all for a husband she loved.
He quietly said, “Metro.” She nodded then he motioned for her to walk ahead of him. Once on the main road, he caught up to her and held her arm. By staying in crowds, the chance of her being recognized was slimmer.
Within ten minutes, they arrived at the station. He held the door open for her, and they entered the lobby. She pointed to her right, indicating the ticket counter. He took several folded Russian notes from his pocket, then held them out for her. She took a one hundred ruble note, then looked up at him, waiting for a destination. He said, “Sheremetyevo.”
The station was crowded, which was in their favor. He kept his eyes on her as she stepped up to the ticket counter. Seeing her reach into her bag and take out her papers, he thought, Stay calm, Alexandra. She slid them under the glass opening and waited while the ticket seller examined them and her. He passed them back to her and she handed him the money.
Picking up the tickets, she put everything in her bag, then started toward him. Mullins briefly diverted his attention to the ticket seller. The man made no deviation from his routine and helped the next customer. Mullins breathed a silent sigh.
Alexandra saw him tilt his head to the left, indicating for her to continue to the train. He followed a few paces back, finally catching up to her on the escalator.
Once at the lower level, she looked to the left, spotting a sign for Track 3. She tugged on Mullins’ arm, then pointed.
While they waited, she reached into her purse and handed him a ticket. He leaned close, whispering, “Spaseeba.” They smiled at each other.
The crowd began moving closer to the tracks as the sound of an approaching train grew louder. Air being pushed ahead of the train began swirling around the tunnel. Brakes started squealing. Mullins held Alexandra’s arm, drawing her near him, ensuring her safety.
As the train stopped, the doors parted and a throng of passengers pushed forward, mingling with passengers who were trying to exit. Mullins stepped behind Alexandra as they entered the car, immediately guiding her to the opposite side, grabbing two seats.
Part number one over, he thought. Part number two might be more difficult when they reached the airport. They would have to change trains only once, with a scheduled timeframe of forty minutes to the airport. He had no idea on departing flights to Berlin. They could be waiting hours, unless they got lucky. Either way, the plan was in motion.
* * *
Domodedovo Airport tower came into view just as a sound of jet engines grew louder. An Aeroflot 707 roared down one of the parallel concrete runways, took flight, then made a slow bank toward the West.
Grant kept his eyes on traffic, as he negotiated a sharp curve. “It should be ahead, off to the right, Joe. Get those binoculars.”
Reaching into the satchel, Adler rummaged around for the binoculars, then pulled them out. Adjusting the dial until he was able to see clearly, he scanned the grounds about a hundred yards ahead.
Grant felt a knot in his stomach beginning to tighten, until Adler said, “There’s a Russian helo, skipper; looks like a KA-27.” The KA-27 (Kamov) replaced the aging KA-25. It has two Isotov turboshaft engines with co-axial rotors, a maximum speed of one hundred sixty-six mph, and can carry up to sixteen passengers.
“See anybody?” Grant asked anxiously.
“Not yet.”
Grant shifted into second, slowed the truck, and continued on his current course. The road curved to the right, about fifty yards from where the helo was.
“Wait, skipper! There’s the colonel getting out now.” Grant didn’t even attempt to stifle his long, exhaled breath. Adler readjusted the clarity of the glasses and said, “Uh-oh. Three more peeps just got out.”
Grant nodded before turning his head briefly to look out the right window. “Yeah. Grigori said there’d be a pilot and two guards. They all wearing uniforms?”
“That’s affirmative. Uh-oh.”
“Again with the uh-oh’s?”
“I’d suggest you keep driving. There’s a shiny black Mercedes driving toward the chopper. It’s got one of those small Russian flags near the left front bumper. Can’t make out what the other flag is on the other side.”
“Wish Grigori had a chance to call Alexandra,” Grant said under his breath. “Joe! What time is it?”
Adler pulled his sleeve back. “Closing in on 1748.”
Doesn’t matter now, Grant thought. We’ve gotta get aboard that chopper.
He had to take a chance to try and get Moshenko’s attention. “Joe. Keep an eye on Grigori. See if this gets his attention.” He hit the clutch, revved the engine a couple of times, then kept driving past the field.
“He looked our way, skipper!”
Seeing another vehicle rounding a curve in the distance, Grant suddenly said, “Hold on! I’m heading for those trees!” He made a sharp right turn.
Adler braced his hands against the dashboard, pressing his body against the seat. Grant held the wheel tight, as the truck barreled across uneven ground, scraping grass and dirt. He hit the brakes and clutch. The truck skidded to a stop. He killed the engine, then looked across at Adler, as he rubbed his own shoulder. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” Adler replied, as he moved his head side to side. “I won’t even question that move!”
Grant jumped from the cab. “Start clearing any evidence from this truck. Make sure there isn’t anything identifying Grigori, and pull off the license plates.”
He rushed around to the back, pulling his satchel close. They’d take everything Mullins and Moshenko provided, but hoped they wouldn’t need the “heavy” stuff: Uzi with extra clips; extra clips for the Makarov; MK6 (Mark Six) CS vials (tear gas), and two concussion grenades. Each grenade measured about one and a half inches high and wide, and six inches long. Black hard-pressed paper makes up the shell that encloses the explosive material inside. Because of the paper shell, there isn’t any shrapnel when the grenade explodes.
Adler searched the cab thoroughly, looking for papers, ids, anything that could associate it with Moshenko. He couldn’t find any vehicle identification number. The colonel must have made a clean sweep himself; nothing’s here, Adler thought. With his task completed inside, he pulled his satchel out, then yanked off both front and rear license plates.
“Got everything?” Grant asked, pulling his gear from the truck.
“Only things were the plates. What do we do with ‘em?”
“Put them with your gear. You’ve got det cord and pencils, right?” Adler nodded. “Get me the binoculars before you do that.” He took a few paces away from the truck, then got down on his belly, trying to get a better view under the trees.
The Mercedes was still there. Someone was standing next to an open rear door. Probably a driver, Grant surmised. A large barrel-chested man, wearing a dark suit and hat, walked to the car. Above his left pocket was a row of medals. As he put a hand on the open door, he turned toward the helo. It was then Grant recognized him. Antolov!
KGB Director Mikhail Antolov settled into the backseat. The driver closed the door, then immediately hurried around to the other side. Headlights and tail lights came on as the engine turned over. When the car started down the road, Grant diverted his attention back to the chopper. No definite sign of Grigori, just four sets of boots showing from underneath. He got up and dropped the glasses in the satchel.
After a few minutes Adler came close. “All clear?”
“Clear,” Grant responded. “Grab your shit. Let’s head over there.”
Crouching, they inched their way closer to the open field, ducking behind large overgrown brush. They got on their bellies, crabbing their way closer, trying to get a better view. Adler peered through the binoculars, focusing on the helicopter, then tapped Grant’s arm, handing him the glasses, saying softly, “Grigori.”
Grant readjusted the focus. One of the Russians stood behind Moshenko, who was slowly swiveling his head. Grant knew Moshenko was looking for him and Adler.
Finally, Moshenko raised an arm and shouted what sounded like an order. The uniformed man gave a quick salute, then immediately turned and went to the other side of the helo, with Moshenko slowly following.
Grant moved the binoculars, trying to catch sight of the black Mercedes, spotting two red tail lights, now just tiny dots in the distance. Grant breathed a sigh of relief. The car kept on its current path. He stashed the binoculars in the satchel.
Getting up into squatting positions, they took ski masks from their belts, then pulled the black masks down over their heads. If they turned the pilot and guards loose later, they didn’t need their descriptions broadcast over the airwaves. KGB dossiers could be just as accurate as the CIA’s.
Drawing pistols from their back waistbands, they took a final look around. Grant gave a nod, and crouching low, they ran like hell across the field. Their weapons, grasped tightly in their hands, hung close to their bodies. When they were within thirty feet, they slowed down, creeping closer, positioning themselves near the double tail fins, away from windows. They listened for any movement or voices.
Adler squatted, then leaned sideways, looking at the opposite side where two men stood. He got up slowly, keeping his back against the helo, then held up two fingers. Suddenly, they heard a familiar voice. Grant understood Moshenko, telling the pilot to finish his preflight check list.
Grant gave Adler a thumb’s up. They had to do it now. Just as they made the turn around the tail, Moshenko came around from the other side. All of them stopped in their tracks, staring at one another.
Grant motioned for Moshenko to come closer, and he whispered, “We’re taking… ”
Moshenko held up a hand, with his palm facing forward, as he stepped directly in front of Grant. “They are here, on the aircraft.”
Grant opened his mouth, but no words came out. The feeling going through him was totally unexpected. Finally, he managed to ask, “All of them?” Moshenko nodded. Grant snapped his head left, staring at Adler. “Joe?”
“It’s what we’ve waited for, skipper,” Adler quietly said, grabbing hold of Grant’s arm.
Grant took a deep breath. “Grigori, play along. We’re taking you hostage. Let’s go.”
Moshenko walked to the open cargo door, with Grant close behind, holding his pistol in plain sight. Two Russian guards stood by the door with their Uzis trained on the prisoners.
Moshenko briefly looked up into the cabin, then climbed the portable steps, as he said, “Put down your weapons.” Surprised, but without even considering questioning a KGB officer’s command, the guards obeyed, laying the Uzis on the deck.
As Grant climbed aboard, he shouted in Russian, “Get over there! Sit!” He pointed the pistol toward the seats.
Adler held them at gunpoint, as they backed up slowly, sitting in the seats behind the Americans. He came around and stood behind them. The Russians were completely oblivious to the fact that their “lights” were about to go out. Within the blink of an eye, the butt of Adler’s pistol collided with each skull. Both men slumped in their seats.
The Americans all sat with their heads bowed, completely still. They were dressed alike. Black trousers, long sleeve dark gray shirts, no belts, black work shoes. Their hair was cut very short, especially around the sides. It was difficult to tell their ages, but probably late thirties to early forties. Their skin was sallow, their bodies undernourished. Grant guessed they’d probably been fed more lately than they had been over these last years, in preparation for what was to be their release. He still couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He knew he’d never forget.
“Colonel,” Grant said, motioning with the pistol, “go up front.” Moshenko took the seat to the right of the pilot where a navigator and weapon systems operator normally sit. Grant positioned himself behind the pilot, ordering, “Hands behind your head!” The order was immediately followed by both men.
Grant looked back at Adler, who hadn’t taken his eyes from him. Using two fingers, Grant pointed at his own eyes, then twirled a finger in the air, with a slight jerk of his head. Adler checked the Russians were still unconscious, then bolted from the cabin.
Tension inside the helo increased with each passing minute for Grant, as Adler made his search. Grant could only keep his fingers crossed that he was wrong, otherwise, the plan was shit.
Within minutes, Adler climbed back into the cabin. He rushed over to Grant. The look of distress on his face was more than obvious, as he held out his hand. In his palm was a small box, similar in color to the chopper. He pointed down, indicating it had been planted directly under the fuel tank. He figured C-4 was inside, just enough to do the job, enough to ignite the fuel. Then, he raised his eyes, pointing overhead, and circled his fingers. Another one, slightly larger, was planted somewhere near the rotors. There was no way he could get to it, nor did they have the time.
Grant wanted to puke. The idea of losing POWs again was beyond his comprehension. The thought that he, Adler and Moshenko would have also perished hadn’t even crossed his mind.
Adler went to the door and jumped out. No time to disarm, he thought. He ran behind the helo and placed the box on the ground for the time being. Whoever planted it would be expecting the helo to disappear. And if Grant was right, the detonation would occur when the chopper was in flight. Somebody wanted to ensure this chopper was destroyed.
Plan A had just been shot all to hell. Grant’s original plan was to have Moshenko fly the chopper to the final destination. Now, without an aircraft, getting out of Russia was going to be one tough son-of-a-bitch.
Adler came aboard then hurried aft, taking a small rectangular case out of his satchel. Inside were four hypodermic needles, each pre-filled with sodium pentathol. He returned with two and injected the “knockout drops” into each Russian’s arm, with more than enough leftover if he needed it. Stashing the case in the satchel, he went to the cockpit, seeing Grant motioning for him.
Grant backed away from the pilot, and whispered to Adler, “Watch him.” He glanced at his watch. He couldn’t waste time. Whoever planted the device was probably waiting until the helo was well past the airport before setting it off. That could also mean somebody was positioned nearby, waiting to signal the chopper had departed.
Adler stood directly behind the pilot, keeping the barrel of his weapon touching the man’s head, making certain there wasn’t any chance the man could turn around.
With his weapon in hand, Grant hid it behind his back, then lifted the mask from his face. He walked over to the Americans. They were sitting completely still, unsure what was happening, hesitant to lift their heads from years of being dominated, controlled.
A knot suddenly formed in Grant’s throat. Squatting next to the seats, he talked barely above a whisper. “Gentlemen, my name’s Grant Stevens and that’s Joe Adler,” he indicated with a thumb over his shoulder. “We’re here to take you home.”
All five heads snapped up, staring at this stranger who was speaking to them in English, telling them they were going home.
Grant would never be able to explain to anyone what he was witnessing from these men at this moment. Tears filled their eyes. The man sitting nearest him grabbed hold of his arm. Grant tried to look at each man, as he said, “Now listen… you’ve gotta get off this chopper. You just follow Joe. Okay?”
He started to stand but the man wouldn’t let go of him. Grant looked down at him, quietly saying, “It’s okay.” He pulled down the mask, and went to the cockpit, standing behind Adler. “Get them outta here. I’ll be right behind you.”
Grant had to continue with the ruse, just in case something else went wrong. Grabbing hold of Moshenko’s arm, he pulled him off the seat. “Colonel, you are now our hostage. You are coming with us.” He “handed” him over to Adler.
Once everyone was off the chopper, Grant turned to the pilot, jerking the headphones from his head. He pulled the connecting spiral-wound cord from the comm gear, and tossed the headset out the door. “You are lucky. I am going to let you go, only because I want you to fly this aircraft to your next destination. Tell those waiting what we have done, that we have the colonel and these men. Soon they will hear our demands. Do you understand me?” If for any reason there wasn’t a detonation, Grant was trying to protect Moshenko by making everyone think he was a hostage. If the chopper did go down, then…
The pilot lowered his arms. His relief was obvious as his head bobbed up and down. ”Da! Da!” He didn’t have a clue who these two men were, but only assumed they were Russians. At the moment, it hardly mattered. He just wanted to fly!
“Now, start the engine! In five minutes you take off! Five minutes — or else you will be seeing me again!” Grant immediately backed up. When he was at the door, he jumped down, and grabbed the headset from the ground.
Everyone was waiting at the rear of the helo. He rushed to Adler, and still keeping his voice low, said, “Put that box back under the chopper… fast! Meet us at the truck.” Adler didn’t even hesitate. He went and got the box.
“The truck’s straight over there,” Grant pointed for the men. “You run in front of me. Go!” Knowing the pilot would be watching, he grabbed Moshenko’s arm and pulled him across the field, heading for the trees.
Once at the truck, Grant flung open the back doors. “Everybody in! Grigori, you drive. The key’s in the ignition. No lights; keep your foot off the brake.”
Moshenko rushed around to the driver’s side. Trying to think ahead, and hoping to make himself less recognizable, he immediately removed his jacket and cap, then dropped them behind the seat. A brown shirt and tied would be less conspicuous. He slid in behind the wheel, and started the engine. With one hand ready to release the hand brake, he waited.
The men climbed in the back. Grant apologized. “Sorry, but this is the only way. Will you all be okay?”
“You just drive!” a voice said.
Grant cringed, thinking of these men being isolated, inside darkness. “Joe’s gotta store his gear, then we’ll be outta here.” He took a quick check of his watch. Two minutes to go. Come on, Joe! he thought.
A sound of the helo’s rotors winding up got his attention, just as he saw Adler racing toward the truck, carrying both satchels. Without hesitating, Grant ran to the cab, jumped into the passenger side, and scooted to the middle of the seat. “Get ready, Grigori!”
Adler tossed the gear into the back, secured the doors, then rushed to the front and climbed in. He closed the door, and without waiting for Grant to ask, he gave a thumb’s up.
“Go!” Grant shouted.
Moshenko stepped on the gas. Immediately spinning the wheel, he aimed the truck back toward the road. Holding the steering wheel tight, he tried to prevent the truck from fishtailing, until tires finally grabbed pavement. Once on the road, he eased back on the gas, not wanting to draw attention from anyone who might be watching, then he flipped on the headlights. “Where do we go, Grant?”
“Head to the safe house.” From the side mirror Grant caught sight of the chopper just as it rose above the trees. His original plan for getting the men out of Russia was now a thing of the past. He was worried. He had every right to be.
* * *
Moshenko constantly glanced in the mirror, checking for a tail as he drove down Kashirskoye Highway. Traffic was sparse, making it easier to spot a trailing vehicle.
The early evening air was warm, with the humidity hovering around sixty percent. Adler rolled down the window, resting his arm on the edge of the door. He reached out and adjusted the side view mirror, then settled back against the seat, keeping his eyes focused on the mirror.
Grant sat quietly, looking at his watch occasionally, thinking about the men in the back. They still had another twenty minutes or so before they reached the safe house.
“Grigori, isn’t the Eliseevsky grocery store on our way? We need to get these guys some food.”
Moshenko thought for a moment. “Yes, it is on Tverskaya Street.”
“Okay, head for it. You’ll have to stay in the truck, so guess that leaves me to do the buying. Joe, you’ll have the watch.”
“Right, skipper.” Usually, Adler would be more than protesting when it came to picking up food, but not this time.
Grant owed Moshenko an explanation for his change of plans. “Grigori, let me explain our sudden departure from the chopper. Joe found some type of explosive device under the fuel tank and another one near the rotor.”
“I suspected there was a problem, Grant, but not this!”
“Any idea who could’ve planted them? Or why?”
Moshenko shook his head slowly. “I will have to think.”
Grant now had to decide what and when to tell Moshenko about Alexandra. He’d wait until they were at the safe house. After that his next objective was to get to a phone booth and call the Embassy to get confirmation about Mullins, then call Torrinson.
Adler glanced into the side mirror, then turned his head toward Grant. “Think anything happened to the chopper, skipper? I haven’t seen or heard anything that could’ve been an explosion.”
“Don’t know. Either way, I expect we’ll find out sooner or later.”
Moshenko’s thick fingers curled around the steering wheel. He tried to stay focused on his driving, the road, and rear view mirror. With this news about someone wanting to bring down the aircraft, he tried to refocus his thoughts back to his wife, picturing her face, seeing her worried look when he left home this morning. Once again, he had to put his trust in Grant.
He suddenly sat up straighter, shifting in the seat. The word “defector” bounced around in his brain. The past few years he knew his life and his views on his government were changing, but not enough to defect. The five Americans now riding in the truck had become the final impetus for his decision.
“Grigori?” Grant called, giving him a nudge with his elbow. “Hey!”
Moshenko gave a slight shake of his head. “Yes. Yes.”
“Are you okay?” Grant asked with concern.
“I was just thinking about Alexandra.”
The fuck with waiting,Grant thought. “Listen. I was going to wait till we got to the safe house to tell you, but she left Moscow, Grigori. She should be on her way to West Berlin.”
Moshenko’s eyes widened. “How? Who…?
“Don’t worry. She’s in the hands of a friend, Tony Mullins. I’ve mentioned him before, remember?”
“Yes, I remember. The Bronson, yes?” he answered, as he turned onto a bridge crossing the Moskva River.
“Right. I’ve instructed Tony to go directly to the American Embassy. Alexandra will be safe there.” Thinking about the responsibility he’d put on Mullins’ shoulders, getting Alexandra out of Russia, caused him dismay. He trusted Mullins, but the odds were not exactly in the agent’s favor. It was one more person he had to be concerned about. “We’ll talk further, my friend,” Grant added. “I know it’s difficult, but try not to worry, okay?”
“You are right. It is difficult.”
Even though it was barely dusk, lights from ornate street lamps shown through the windshield as they drove down Tverskaya Street.
A major traffic route, Tverskaya had three lanes southbound, and two lanes northbound, with a pull-off lane on the right. Buses, some painted green and white, others red and white, stopped to pick up passengers. An electric tram pulled next to the truck, as Moshenko slowed down.
Grant looked out the windshield. “We’re getting close to the store, aren’t we?”
“Yes.”
“Keep an eye out, Joe. It’s number 14.”
Moshenko leaned forward slightly, trying to see out the windshield. “Here it is,” he said, as he pulled next to the curb.
Adler opened the door and hopped out. Grant slid across the seat, got out, then looked back at Moshenko. “You drive around slow. Meet me back here in… ” he glanced at watch, “in fifteen minutes.” Adler got in and closed the door, as Grant said, “Give me a sec while I get the men up to speed.”
As he walked to the back of the truck, he did a quick scan of passersby who might be taking an interest in him and the truck, or any vehicles that might be slowing down. Everything seemed clear, so he opened the right side door part way. Heads turned toward him as he leaned inside. “Everybody okay?”
One person seemed to be the spokesman. “We’re fine.”
“The colonel and Joe will be driving around till I come back. We’ll be underway in fifteen minutes. Hang tight!” He closed the door, then went into Eliseevsky Grocery Hall.
Opened in 1901, Eliseevsky was the first real grocery store in Moscow. The former palace was purchased by millionaire Grigory Yeliseev. After the Russian Revolution, Bolsheviks allowed only important Communists to shop here.
The interior of the old palace remains as it was with crystal chandeliers hanging high above, ornate walls and high arches. A portrait of Yeliseev, painted by Alexandr Romanov, is still on display.
Since the war, modern updates were made to food cases and displays, but the huge array of food choices remained the same.
Grant had to make his choices carefully, knowing there wouldn’t be any refrigeration. God only knows what they’ve been fed. His hunt was on for protein and calcium.
As he scanned the shelves and cases, he thought about stories he heard and read about. Stories on the inhumane treatment these men must have faced. He worried about their systems not being used to rich foods. They had to build up their strength slowly, but for the time being, time was not exactly on their side.
Fifteen minutes later, carrying three large bags, he walked outside, then looked to his left. Moshenko drove around the corner, then pulled next to the curb. Adler hopped out, taking two of the bags. They went to the rear and opened the door.
They slid the bags across the floor, and Grant said, “Gentlemen, here’s some food. I might suggest you start with something light. There’s some black bread, hard cooked eggs and a couple bottles of milk. We’ll be at our destination soon. Oh, and there’re some chocolate bars in the bottom of that bag,” he pointed.
All five men came toward the door, leaning over the groceries. “Thank you! Thank you very much!” they said in unison.
Grant and Adler couldn’t help but smile, before closing the door and heading for the cab. Once seated, Grant said, “Let’s go, Grigori.” He reached into his top pocket. “Here,” he said, as he handed a Korkunov chocolate bar to Adler.
“Yum! An unexpected treat!” Adler laughed, licking his lips as he snatched the candy.
“Grigori, you want yours now?” Grant asked, holding up the candy bar.
“I will wait, my friend.” Moshenko managed a half smile, still worried.
* * *
They were nearing their destination. Moshenko turned onto a side street, slowing to almost a crawl, then stopped.
“Joe,” Grant said, “go on ahead and scope it out. I’ll watch your back.”
Both of them got out and closed the door. Adler stayed close to the buildings as he headed for the end of the street. Grant stayed behind the truck, keeping a hand on the pistol in his waistband, turning himself in every direction, watching for anything or anybody suspicious. He stepped to the side, seeing Adler waving them forward. Walking toward the cab, he said to Grigori, “Go ahead. I’ll keep back.” Moshenko drove on.
Adler pulled open one garage door, but still kept his guard up. He constantly scanned the area, while at the same time, trying to keep an eye on Grant. Moshenko drove the truck inside, immediately killing the engine.
Grant picked up his pace, half jogging until he reached the garage then ducked inside. Adler quickly closed the door.
Moshenko slid from the seat and hurried to the ladder leading to the upstairs loft. Once he unlocked the door and went in, he took the kerosene lamp from its hook and lit it.
Grant and Adler helped the men from the truck. As each man stepped out, he shook Grant’s and Adler’s hand and gave his name: Pete Earlman, Chris Southere, Rick Ashland, Hank Lippton, Wayne Naylor. Even though they were still in Russia, in Communist territory, they felt like human beings again… free human beings.
“Gentlemen,” Grant began, “when you go upstairs, I’d like you to introduce yourselves to Colonel Moshenko. It’s because of Grigori that you are here at this moment.”
“We’ll be happy to,” Wayne Naylor replied for everyone.
Grant pointed and said, “Just go up that ladder. Joe will be right behind you. I’ve got some business to attend to.”
As the men disappeared behind the door, Grant and Adler took the grocery bags from the truck, noticing there wasn’t a scrap of trash left behind. Everything had been placed in one of the bags.
“Joe, I’ve gotta make that call to the Embassy.” He handed Adler the bag. “Gotta let them know what’s happening, plus I want to find out if Mullins and Alexandra got there.”
“Okay, skipper. Be careful out there!”
Stratsnoy Metro Station
Grant pushed open a heavy, ornate glass door leading into the lobby of the Stratsnoy Metro station. As he walked across the black and deep red marble tiles, his eyes scanned the walls above three long corridors that fanned out from the lobby. Finally spotting a sign for telephones, he headed to the middle corridor. Keeping his eyes focused on the far wall, he hardly noticed the bronze statues set in niches, lining both sides.
He caught sight of a bank of AMT-69 pay phones located against the back wall. The grayish metal boxes are approximately fourteen inches high, with a black receiver hanging from a U-shaped hook on the left. On the top right is a coin slot.
He pulled out some coins. Holding them in his palm, his pushed them around with his finger, selected two and dropped the rest in his pocket. Taking a quick look behind him, he lifted the receiver, and pressed one coin at a time into the slot. When he got a dial tone, he dialed a coded number, waited for another dial tone, then dialed the Embassy number in West Berlin.
Turning around, he kept his eyes on a throng of bustling people, riding a steep escalator, coming from and going to the subway below. Sounds from a train’s squealing brakes announced its arrival, as the ear-piercing sound echoed up to the corridor.
“U.S. Embassy. May I help you?”
He pressed the phone against one ear, a finger against the other. He turned toward the wall. “This is Grant Stevens. Could you connect me with the bureau chief, whoever took Matt Wharton’s place? I need a secure line.”
“That would be Steve Greeley. Hold please.”
Grant impatiently tapped his foot on the tiled floor. “Come on. Come on.”
“Steve Greeley.”
“This is Grant Stevens, sir. I work for Admiral Torrinson at NIS.”
“Two to one you’re calling about Agent Mullins, aren’t you?”
“Tell me he’s there, sir, with his ‘special package.’” Grant closed his eyes, waiting for the right answer.
Greeley spit a piece of Wrigley’s into his palm, then dropped it in an ashtray. “I’m happy to report that is so, captain. They just got here.” He scribbled a note on an envelope, then buzzed the secretary’s phone. She came in and he handed her the note.
Grant dropped his head back, breathing a sigh. “Glad to hear that, sir!” With the sudden blaring of a loudspeaker, announcing the arrival of a train, he leaned closer to the phone and spoke louder. “Wait one, sir.” Finally, the announcement stopped. Grant turned to face the corridor, making sure no one came too close. “Mr. Greeley, I’m at a Moscow train station, so, if I suddenly revert to Russian, it’s because… ”
“Understand, captain.”
“Tell me, is Alexandra okay, sir? How’s she doing?”
“She’s fine, captain. We’ve got a translator here so I’m sure she’s feeling more comfortable.”
“I’d really appreciate it if she could stay at the Embassy, at least for a couple more days. It’s important that she stays under lock and key, sir. If you can’t do it, she’s going to need security. I’d suggest Agent Mullins, sir. Is that possible?”
“We can keep her here for a couple of days, captain. After that, we’ll set her up with a room at the Berliner. I’ll assign Agent Mullins to stay with her. Do you have a message you’d like to give her?” He pulled a yellow notepad out of the middle desk draw.
“Tell her Grigori’s safe. He’s with me and Joe. I don’t have any timeframe for our reaching Berlin, though. That should be enough, sir. Appreciate it.”
“Hold on a minute,” Greeley said.
“Hey, buddy! How are ya?” Mullins laughed.
“Mullins-san! Jesus! Glad you’re okay! I sure appreciate you taking care of Alexandra.”
“She’s a great little lady, Grant.”
“Yeah, she is. I asked Mr. Greeley to keep her at the Embassy for a couple days. Anything beyond that, he’ll have her go to the Berliner, with you as security. Problem with that?”
“I’ll go with the flow, buddy!” Mullins laughed.
“Hey, you haven’t caught hell from those on high for helping us, have you?”
“Negative. Haven’t heard a word so far.”
“Glad to hear it. Tony, listen. We’ve got our passengers but… ”
“Whoa! Wait a minute! You got them?” Mullins asked, excitedly.
“Yeah. They were already onboard.”
“Jesus, Grant! You did it!”
“Still got a long way to go before we can fill in our ‘dance card.’ The term ‘dance card’ refers to an AAR, an after action report, used at the completion of a mission.
“Yeah, but still… let me give you early congrats!”
“Hold the thought because we had a change in plans. We had to reclassify our intended transportation as extremely risky. We’ll be heading west and trying to find another mode of transportation. Once we do, may need your help.”
“Talk to me,” Mullins replied.”
“If we run into an emergency situation, we can use frequency 243.0, but give me an alternate channel. Okay. Got it. I’ll use your call sign “Legs.” Mullins had the nickname while an instructor at Combat Swimmers School. “Mine’s ‘Panther.’ I’ve gotta get back to the ‘apartment.’ Where will you be staying?”
“Your favorite place. Hotel Berliner.”
“And the name you’re using?”
“John Smith.”
“John Smith? You shittin’ me?”
“Would I shit you, friend?” Mullins laughed.
“John Smith it is.”
“Listen, Grant, when do you expect to fly?”
“Still on the hunt for our transportation, but hope by early morning.”
“In that case, I’ll take my ‘jammies’ to the chopper and wait for your transmission.”
“Your call,” Grant laughed.
“Give my best to the colonel and Joe.”
“I’ll do that.”
“Stay safe… and watch your back.”
“Wait! Tony, can I be patched through to NIS?” Grant heard Mullins questioning Greeley.
“You want a secure line, Grant?”
“Yeah, if possible.”
While he waited, Grant continued glancing around, watching for anybody out of the ordinary. Anybody trying to duck behind a newspaper, or standing too long in front of a glass window. He waited.
The White House
Oval Office
Although it was barely summer, the heat index was close to a scorching ninety-five degrees, with the humidity nearly as high. Without any breeze, gas fumes from thousands of vehicles driving along Pennsylvania Avenue hung heavy in the stillness, leaving an acrid taste in mouths.
Within twenty minutes of getting the phone call, Admiral Torrinson arrived at the White House. President Carr had called an urgent meeting between Torrinson, SECDEF Willard Kruger, Vice President Victor Blakely, and CIA Director Ed Hannigan.
Torrinson waited outside the Oval Office, standing in front of a floor to ceiling window near a secretary’s desk, looking out at the West Colonnade.
Valerie Castle, a petite blond, twenty-seven years old, was an assistant to the President’s secretary, Rachel. She stood at the door to the Oval Office. “Admiral Torrinson.” Torrinson swung around. “You can go in now.” She opened the door and he entered.
SECDEF Kruger was the only one in the room, sitting on one of two beige-striped couches, separated by a glass-top coffee table. He was leaning over the coffee table, scanning a double page document.
Torrinson stepped near the couch. “Mr. Secretary.”
“Oh, Admiral Torrinson. Have a seat,” SECDEF indicated with his hand. Kruger was in his first year as SECDEF. He was sixty-five years old, of medium height, wore round, horned-rimmed glasses, and had mostly gray hair.
“The President and Vice President should join us shortly. I believe they were finishing a call with Russian Premier Gorshevsky.”
Torrinson felt a sudden knot in his stomach, his thought immediately going to Grant and Joe.
Kruger looked beyond Torrinson and stood. Torrinson rose and turned to see the President and Vice President coming into the room. “Mr. President, Mr. Vice President,” he said, respectfully. They don’t look happy, Torrinson grimly thought.
CIA Director Hannigan followed on their footsteps. Hannigan was almost sixty-one years old, and constantly battling a weight problem. Cigarettes and food were his two vices. His dark brown eyes always seemed to be questioning. He was perfect for the job.
Vice President Gerard Blakely approached Torrinson and gave a brief nod and smile. “Admiral.” Blakely, a quiet spoken man, was fifty-eight years old, slim, under 5’8”, with wavy brown hair. Just from his expression one could tell he was still mourning the loss of his wife of thirty years. He took a seat next to Kruger.
President Carr dropped a folder on the coffee table, then extended his hand to Torrinson. “Admiral. Glad you could join us. Sit, please.” He pulled an ornate wooden chair back, then sat on the edge, immediately opening the folder. Getting right to the matter, Carr said, “Admiral, earlier today CIA intercepted a Russian communication. It seems one of their helicopters disappeared from radar around 7:30 PM, Russia time.” Torrinson leaned forward, rubbing his hands together, with a sick feeling growing in his stomach.
Carr continued, “Being the concerned person that I am, I called Premier Gorshevsky to offer our assistance. According to the premier, the aircraft had departed Domodedovo Airport on a scheduled flight. Its first stop was to be Minsk.
“They sent out search aircraft almost immediately. Less than seventy-five miles from Domodedovo, they found pieces of wreckage, or to be more precise, charred pieces wreckage, scattered a quarter of a mile from the main site. Looks like it exploded in midair.” Carr’s distress was obvious. He sat back, then asked Torrinson, “Admiral, have you heard from Captain Stevens yet?”
“Not yet, sir. Mr. President, have any bodies been found?”
Carr shook his head. “Whether they have or not, the premier didn’t give up that information, even after I asked. Nothing was specifically mentioned by either of us about who may have been onboard. With his not committing to answer me, I suspect it may be ‘our’ helicopter, Admiral.”
Silence pervaded the Oval Office, with the same grave concern on each man’s mind. Five American POWs, a KGB officer, and possibly two U.S. Navy officers. Carr spoke. “Admiral, do you have any way to reach the captain?”
“Not directly, sir. I can call the Berlin Embassy and alert the bureau chief. But you can rest assured, Mr. President, that as long as Captain Stevens is able, he will contact me.”
Carr almost hated to pose the question. “And if he doesn’t?”
“Then, Mr. President, we still won’t know for sure. Plans can change. There are too many possibilities, sir. We’ll just have to give it some time.”
Hannigan cleared his throat before saying, “Mr. President, Admiral Torrinson, I’d like to interrupt for a moment. Admiral, do you know Agent Tony Mullins?”
Torrinson gave a slight shake of his head. “Not personally, sir. I only know he’s the agent who notified Captain Stevens when Colonel Moshenko called the Agency. Is there a problem?”
“The problem, admiral, is we haven’t seen or heard from Agent Mullins for a couple of days.”
Torrinson let his words out slowly. “In what way does this have to do with Captain Stevens or the Russian helicopter?”
“We’re still putting pieces together, but it just seems a little coincidental.”
“Coincidental? I say again, sir… how and what does it have to do with the…?”
Carr held up a hand to stop the conversation before it got “hot and heavy.” The dislike, or competition, between CIA and NIS was ongoing. “Gentlemen, let’s get back on track, okay?” He pushed his sleeve back and glanced at his Bulova. “Admiral, I suggest you head back to your office. When the captain contacts you, or you hear from the Embassy, you call me any time, any hour.”
Torrinson stood, picking up his cap from the coffee table. “I will, Mr. President. I will.” He gave a brief nod to the other three men, then left.
Valerie Castle was hurriedly jotting down a message. She stood as Torrinson closed the door. “Oh, admiral, I have a message here for you.” She tore a piece of pink paper from a small pad, then reached across the desk and handed it to him. Across the top were imprinted words “While You Were Out.”
“Thank you.” Torrinson read the message as he walked toward the exit door, then he spun around. “Miss Castle, is there a phone I can use?”
“Of course. Do you need a secure line?”
“No. I don’t believe so.”
“Then you can use the phone on the table near the sofa.”
Not even bothering to sit, Torrinson dialed his office number.
“Petty Offi… ”
“Zach. Tell me!”
“Sir, Captain Stevens just called. He… ”
“Did he indicate if he was going to call back?” Torrinson asked anxiously, but definitely relieved.
“Yes, sir, in a half hour.”
“Zach, I’m leaving here as soon as I relay the information to the President. Don’t let Captain Stevens off the line if I’m not there yet. Do you hear me?”
“Yes, sir! Of course, sir!” Connection broken.
Torrinson went back near the door to the Oval Office. “Miss, I really need to get back in there.”
She pressed the intercom button, and Carr answered, “Yes, Valerie?”
“Mr. President, Admiral Torrinson would like to speak with you. He’s waiting by your door.”
“By all means. Send him in.”
“Go right in, admiral.”
As Torrinson entered, Carr stepped away from his desk, immediately recognizing one relieved admiral. “You got a message, didn’t you?”
“Yes, sir. Captain Stevens called. He’s calling again in a half hour.”
Carr slapped the side of Torrinson’s arm. “Terrific news!”
“Mr. President, I know I don’t have to remind you, but we still don’t know about the POWs, whether or not they were aboard that helicopter.”
“I realize that, admiral, but at least we should be able to get answers from Captain Stevens. So, don’t just stand there! Off with you! And call me when you’re done. Tell my secretary to find me if I’m not in here!”
The Kremlin — Moscow
Office of Premier Nikolai Gorshevsky
Nikolai Gorshevsky stood behind his desk, looking out across the square through a large plate glass window. He fidgeted with keys and change in his trouser pockets, as he reviewed his conversation with the American President. It disturbed him deeply.
The Americans not only knew of the accident, but somehow he was sure they knew of the POWs being onboard, even though they were not specifically mentioned.
Five Americans, presumed dead. Colonel Grigori Moshenko, presumed dead. How could this have happened? What worried him more was who leaked the information about the POWs? His one bargaining chip… no, five bargaining chips to free Boris Chernov from the CIA’s clutches, gone.
Exhaling a long sigh, he turned and rolled a large black leather chair from under the desk. He unbuttoned his dark brown suit jacket before sitting. His dark brooding eyes looked out from beneath gray eyebrows at the two men standing before him.
Dmitri Osokin, Minister of Internal Security and Mikhail Antolov, Director of the KGB, had arrived fifteen minutes earlier. They remained quiet, waiting for the premier to speak.
Gorshevsky pushed aside several sheets of official papers, then rested his elbows on the desk, intertwining his fingers. “Sit,” he said, eyeing both men.
As they settled on the wooden chairs, Gorshevsky didn’t waste any more time to begin the conversation. “Do either of you have any indication this was not an accident?”
The silver-haired Antolov answered first. “Not as of yet. We have soldiers combing the site for any kind of evidence that would denote otherwise. I have my men out there, also.
“According to the airport tower, the aircraft took off not long after I departed the airport. The pilot did not indicate any problem before or during flight.”
“Is it possible a device was placed anywhere on the helicopter while it was waiting for the prisoners?”
Antolov thought very briefly. “I do not think that was likely or possible. Colonel Moshenko would have noticed. I do not believe anyone would have tried with him being there, and surely not in front of a pilot and guards.
“I arrived not long after the prisoners were on the aircraft. I did not see any other vehicles in the area.”
“Then, do you know if this aircraft was inspected prior to arrival at Domodedovo?”
“That is the usual procedure,” Antolov answered simply.
“You did not answer my question.”
“Anytime KGB or Politburo members are to fly, the aircraft are inspected before flight.”
Gorshevsky still didn’t get a definitive answer. “I want a list of names of everyone who was near that aircraft — everyone.”
“I will see to it,”Antolov replied. “I do have a couple of things for us to think about, though.” He shuffled through papers, drawing one out, quickly reviewing times and names.
“And those are?” Gorshevsky replied, curious.
“We interviewed controllers in the airport tower. They reported the aircraft did not request clearance prior to takeoff.”
“And that could mean what?”
“A couple of things, sir. The pilot could have lost communication, but not likely, or the aircraft was taken over by unknown individuals.
“There are unconfirmed reports that men were seen near the aircraft prior to takeoff. These men were not wearing uniforms. If that is the case, sir, then we should find more bodies.”
Gorshevsky sat back, linking his fingers behind his head. “Yes. It is something to think about. Do you think these men are part of that underground group?”
“It is too soon to make that determination, sir. We have not yet received any messages or calls from anyone or any group stating demands.”
“You will follow up, of course.”
“That is already being done.”
“Mikhail, I know this is devastating to KGB, with Colonel Moshenko having been onboard,” Gorshevsky commented.
“Yes. Yes. He was a loyal and respected officer. A man I trusted for years.”
“Have you contacted his wife?”
Antolov shook his head. “No. I would like to wait until we have final confirmation of bodies, if there are any remains to identify.”
Gorshevsky nodded then set his dark eyes on Dmitri Osokin. “Have you started an investigation yet?”
Osokin’s brown eyes looked over the top of his wire-rimmed reading glasses, and he handed a sheet of paper across the desk to the premier. “These are the people I have assigned. I’ve also listed their assignments in the second column.”
Gorshevsky glanced at the list, then swung his chair around, trying to make sense of the incident. He slowly turned around, again facing the two men. “There were very few who knew about the Americans. I do not believe those people had any reason to cause the accident. But, men have turned before, men who never would have been suspected, and for reasons unknown. So, I will leave you two to find out who and why.”
NIS
Office of Rear Admiral Torrinson
Torrinson stood inside the elevator within inches of the doors, waiting impatiently for them to open. As it lurched to a stop, the doors barely parted when he shoved his hand between them, forcing them open. He immediately broke into a jog. As he rounded the corner, he saw Zach standing by the office door.
“Captain Stevens is holding on the red one, sir. Berlin Embassy is patching him through.”
“Thanks, Zach,” Torrinson said, a little out of breath. He dropped his cap upside down on the desk, then picked up the receiver. “Grant?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Where are you? Can you hear me?”
“Yes, sir. I can hear you. I’m at a Metro station in Moscow. It’s a little difficult finding secure phones here, sir,” he replied facetiously.
“Listen, Grant. CIA got word a chopper went down after leaving Domodedovo airport.”
“Suspected it was going to happen, sir. Joe found a device under the fuel tank, and spotted another by the rotors. Didn’t have time to search thoroughly, but just what Joe found was enough. So we got the men and our friend off fast.”
Torrinson couldn’t believe what he heard. The helo was destroyed, and the POWs were safely in Grant’s hands. “How are those men?”
“Haven’t been able to spend much time with them myself, sir, but they appear to be in halfway decent shape, considering.”
“I’m assuming the ‘friend’ is the colonel?” Torrinson asked.
“Yes, sir.”
“What’s next, Grant?”
“Have to rethink another plan, sir. When they find the… ”
“The Russians have located it already.”
“Already, huh? Well, expect once it’s dark, they won’t be able to do much more searching and examining, sir. That should give us a head start.
“Look, admiral, I think it’s time for us to get outta here. Don’t know when I’ll make contact with you again, sir.”
“One more thing, Grant. You wouldn’t happen to know where Agent Mullins is, would you?”
“Agent Mullins, sir?”
“Yes. Agent Mullins. Director Hannigan questioned me this morning at the White House. Seems CIA hasn’t seen or heard from him in a couple of days.”
“I… I’m not exactly sure where he is at this time, sir.” Grant squeezed his eyes shut, smacking his fist against the wall. Shit!
“Ah-ha. I see.” Torrinson said. “Well, Godspeed, captain.” Torrinson’s next task was to relay the information to the President, everything except the Mullins’ issue.
Stratsnoy Metro Station
Moscow
2100 Hours — Local Time
Grant hustled out of the Metro, pissed as all hell. Mullins! Dammit, Tony, he angrily thought. The damage had been done. Mullins would most likely be reprimanded. The Agency might even give him his walking papers. Shit!
He got his mind back on track. He had to find a place where he could safely contact Adler. His eyes searched up ahead. There was a narrow alley two blocks away at a bus stop.
Stopping at the corner, he looked at his watch, then glanced down the street, seeing a number 18 bus approaching. Several people lined up along the curb, waiting. As soon as the bus stopped, passengers started exiting, pushing past those trying to get on.
That was his chance. He slid around the corner, then ducked into a doorway, taking the radio from inside his jacket. “Joe,” he called, as he leaned his head out just enough to check the alley.
“Here, skipper.”
“Get everybody out! Find anything in the room we can use… anything! Meet me in front of the Metro at Stratsnoy. Grigori should know it. Look for me on either side of the street, in case I’ve spotted ‘eyes.’ And, Joe, tell Grigori Alexandra’s safe at the Embassy.”
“Copy that! Out!”
Grant slipped the radio back under his jacket, then took a check of the time before walking back to the main street. Again, trying to be inconspicuous, he gave a quick glance at cars and pedestrians, then he turned left, heading back toward the subway.
Keeping up a steady pace, he wove in and out of pedestrians, never making eye contact with anyone.
He pushed open the door and stepped just inside the Metro lobby. Looking around the perimeter, he caught sight of a small kiosk selling the newspaper Pravda,and headed for it. He thought it might help him blend in with the average Moskovite by reading a piece of Communist bullshit. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out coins, then dropped one kopek on the counter, before picking up a paper and tucking it under his arm.
Once outside, he walked north about twenty feet and backed up against the building. Snapping open the paper, he folded one side behind the other, then in half. He lowered it just enough so he could look over the top.
Pedestrians and traffic kept moving. Vehicle headlights started coming on. Twilight was just beginning to approach. Sunset was close to 2200 hours during the summer months.
His eyes scanned doorways and alleys across the street. All were clear. A red and white bus stopped in front of the subway entrance. Passengers exited from front and rear doors. No one lingered. No one glanced in his direction. Either they didn’t give a shit about him, or someone was very, very good at his job.
He turned the paper over and refolded it. As he continued “reading,” a black Mercedes pulled next to the curb. No flags, but definitely an official vehicle, he thought. The average Russian couldn’t afford a Mercedes. Grant stiffened. Doors and windows remained closed. Could there be cameras behind those windows? he wondered. Slipping the paper under his arm, he headed south, ignoring the vehicle.
He kept walking past the Metro entrance, threading his way through passing pedestrians at a normal clip. Once he was at the next intersection, he turned left and immediately stopped. Taking a breath, he positioned himself just close enough to the edge of the building, poking his head around the corner. The Mercedes was gone. Did that mean it was a false alarm? Or was someone driving around the block, heading for this street?
He wasn’t about to wait. Hurrying to the curb, he checked left and right, then he sprinted across the intersection, dodging cars and an electric tram. Making haste along the sidewalk, he posted himself directly across from the Metro, backing up into a darkened corner of a clothing store entrance. He pulled the edge of his sleeve back. Fifteen minutes had passed. Anytime now, he thought.
Still no sign of the Mercedes on the side street. But there was a white truck approaching the intersection. Grant moved cautiously toward the sidewalk, still not exposing himself completely.
The truck turned right, then pulled next to the curb. Adler looked out the passenger side window. “Don’t see him.”
Moshenko scanned the opposite side, looking in between passing cars. Just then, he spotted Grant making eye contact with him. “There he is.” Grant jerked his head left, then started walking in that direction.
Moshenko pulled away from the curb then eased his way into the left hand lane of traffic, slowly following Grant. At the next street, Grant hung a left. Moshenko turned onto the street and slowed. That’s when Grant ran across to the other side, being partially shielded by the truck.
Adler opened the door part way. Grant grabbed the door handle and jumped into the cab. “Keep going. And keep an eye out for a black four-door Mercedes. One might be shadowing us.”
Moshenko readjusted the side view mirror. “No one is there. Where are we going, Grant?”
“West. Head out of Moscow, Grigori.”
Outskirts of Moscow
More than twenty minutes had passed. They were just reaching the western outskirts of Moscow. No one spoke. Grant kept his eyes glued to the side mirror. Moshenko did his best to do the same, but heavy traffic commanded his total concentration.
Finally, Grant asked, “How are the fellas, Joe? Can’t imagine what’s going on in their minds right now.”
Adler gave a brief nod in agreement, then replied, “All things considered, not bad. They managed to eat a little more. Nobody had any stomach problems. Think we’ll need to get more supplies, though, skipper.”
“Yeah. I know.” Grant thought about the men having to sit in the enclosed dark space, with little fresh air circulation. “Joe, what are the odds you could ‘blow’ a couple of small holes in the back?”
“Huh?”
“Need to get those guys some air and not make them feel so closed in.”
“Yeah. It can be done, but we’re gonna have to get somewhere outta sight.”
“Grigori, find someplace.”
Fifteen minutes later, and away from city lights, everyone got out of the truck, and went a safe distance away. Adler made two very small wraps of det cord, putting them high up on the side, closer to the cab. A couple chemical pencils, and it was done. Two semi-round air vents.
Once they were back on the road, Grant said, “So, Grigori, I guess Joe told you that Alexandra’s safe at the Embassy.”
“Yes! I am grateful and relieved, my friend! Is your Agent Mullins still there?”
“Oh, yeah. He’s there all right.”
“Uh-oh,” Adler said. “Don’t like the sound of that. Bet that means the Agency doesn’t know, right?”
“He’s in a world of shit, Joe.”
“Nothing we can do, skipper.” Grant just nodded. Adler finally asked, “Hey! Why’d we have to haul ass?”
“Talked with the admiral. Seems that chopper went down.”
“No shit? So you were right.”
Moshenko had mixed feelings about the news. “It is too bad anyone had to die.”
“I know, Grigori,” Grant answered. “Did you have any time to think about what I asked you?”
“Yes, but I have not come up with any names.”
“Well, let me throw out a couple.” Grant leaned forward just enough to see Moshenko. “Tarasov and Rusnak.”
Moshenko’s brow wrinkled. “But why them? The most contact we had was during the time in Sicily.”
“You know they weren’t happy when you helped us, plus you did, shall we say, threaten them on the way back to the Leningrad.” The Russian ship is a Moskva class helicopter carrier. “And biggest fact… they’re comrades, in every sense of the word.”
“Yes. That is true. I also threatened them while we waited for you to rescue us.” Moshenko pictured himself waving his Makarov in front of the two. “But do you think that would be enough reason to want to kill me?”
“People have killed for even less, my friend. It was just a thought,” Grant answered, shrugging his shoulders.
Adler got the conversation back to the chopper. “Did the admiral say where it went down? Did they find any wreckage?”
“Didn’t have much time to talk to him. All he said was it went down after leaving Domodedovo and the wreckage had been spotted about seventy-five miles away. If that thing exploded in midair, it might take time to determine how many were onboard.” He glanced out the window at a clear, dark sky. “Don’t expect they’ll be able to continue with the search effort now that it’s dark. We’ll need all the extra time we can get.”
* * *
They needed transportation, transportation to Berlin and a helluva lot faster than a truck. Grant could only come up with one way. “We need a chopper,” he said under his breath.
Both Moshenko and Adler gave him a sideways glance, with Adler saying, “That’d be perfect, skipper. Do you know of a Boeing plant nearby?”
“We’ve gotta find one, Joe. There’s no other damn way to get us to Berlin in any reasonable time. Those guys back there won’t last on a long trip. Hell, we won’t last. Driving time has gotta be over twenty hours. Right, Grigori?”
“Yes, at least.”
“We’ve gotta get an aircraft. Flying time will take at least four to five hours the way I figure.”
“Jesus, skipper! We’re talking trying to avoid radar for four hours! How the hell are we gonna avoid the radar? You do realize they shoot at unidentified, and maybe identified flying objects around here.”
“You telling me my plan is insane?”
“Affirmative! But it’s also the only one I can come up with,” Adler answered, shaking his head.
Grant turned to look at Moshenko. “So, Grigori, you think it’s insane?”
“I do… but I agree. There is no other way.” His mind was already working. “There will have to be refueling, of course.”
“Any ideas where?”
“We must not land in Russia. We should be able to reach Warsaw, Okecie Airport. I have flown from there to Gdansk.”
“Ah, Gdansk,” Adler said, patting his stomach. “Good food.”
Grant just shook his head, then asked Moshenko, “Do you think you’ll be recognized?”
“Possibly, but I am KGB. They may need to forget I was there.”
Grant and Adler laughed, with Grant saying, “I don’t know, Grigori, but you seem to be picking up some nasty habits hanging around with us.”
Moshenko just smiled, but then turned serious again. “I will not be KGB much longer, my friends.”
“How do you feel about that?” Grant asked.
“I think I will miss it.”
The three sat quietly, until Grant said, “Yeah, my friend, we know what you mean. Tough decision, huh, Joe?”
“Yeah. Tough.”
“Okay. So, where do you think we can find our ‘ride’?” Grant asked.
“A maintenance facility would serve our purpose. There is a small facility just outside Shelkovka. They mostly service helicopters and the security is usually minimum. We can be there in about one hour.”
“Go,” Grant said.
In addition to maintenance facilities, Moshenko knew locations of radar installations; he knew military bases; he knew the shortest route to Berlin. Nothing would guarantee their safety, but these were the factors tilting the scale in their favor, with the biggest factor of all… Grigori Moshenko knew how to fly.

Chapter 9

Shelkovka, Russia
Maintenance Facility
The Shelkovka Maintenance Facility was located about fifty miles west of Moscow. During World War II the building was used for the production of T-34 tanks. The tank had heavy armor and heavy dual-purpose guns making it the best medium tank of the first half of World War II.
One long prefabricated building, about thirty feet high and fifty feet wide, stood in the middle of the facility. Large roll-up metal doors were on both ends, with a short concrete driveway starting from the east side, and exiting the opposite end of the building. The drive was used for “running” tanks in and out during the war.
After the war, the building had been stripped of all production equipment and machinery. Now, wooden crates and cardboard boxes are piled around the inside perimeter. Trucks, utility vehicles, and flatbeds ferry parts to designated locations near the building where aircraft are assigned parking spaces. The facility doesn’t accommodate jets or large aircraft, but mostly helicopters and utility aircraft.
Parked along the north side, off a short runway, are two utility aircraft: AN-2s with NATO idColt. The AN-2 is used as a light utility transport, parachute drop aircraft, and many other tasks suited to a large, slow-flying biplane. The aircraft was used also during the Vietnam War as a naval interceptor. This modification had two "Skvall" torpedoes under the wing and was difficult to detect due to its low-altitude flight.
A Yakovlev YAK-38, code name Forger,is a vertical takeoff and landings aircraft. Parked farthest from the building, the front landing gear was still attached to a towing vehicle.
Dispersed across the back of the building are four helicopters: one Kamov KA-25, two KA-27s, and one Mil MI-24 armed assault/attack helicopter, designated Hind by NATO. The MI-24 is the only aircraft in the facility covered with camouflage netting.
As soon as Moshenko turned the truck onto a nearly deserted road, he killed the lights, slowed down, and drove farther off the road. They were less than a quarter mile away from their objective.
“Joe, give the men a briefing. Maybe they should get out and stretch their legs while we hash out the details. They may want to eat and drink something,” Grant said. Adler hopped out. Grant slid near the door. “Well, Grigori, what do you think? Will this work?”
“It must, my friend,” Moshenko answered.
Grant blew out a long breath. “Yeah. This is one of those ‘fly by the seat’ things, with fingers crossed. What do you know about security here?”
“I was here one year ago. This is not considered high security. I believe there are two or three guards, and of course, both large doors are locked. If I remember correctly, there is a security alarm.”
“Motion activated?” Grant asked.
Moshenko shook his head. “I do not believe so. Most of the facilities are the same. There are two emergency switches, one at the front and one at the back.”
Adler stood by the door, commenting before Grant could ask. “They’re okay. They didn’t want to disturb you.”
Grant nodded. “We’ll leave them here for the time being, out of harm’s way.”
“What about the guards?” Adler asked, resting a hand on the doorframe.
“We’ll take them out by whatever means necessary. Whether they’re hog-tied or disposed of, somebody’s gonna find them eventually… and possibly us,” he said, grimly.
“Grigori, as soon as I signal the all clear, you find a chopper that’s ready. Joe, when the guards are out of the way, you come back and get the men and our gear.” Grant got out of the truck and reached behind the seat, lifting the satchels.
“What about the truck?” Adler asked.
“Grab the plates,” Grant responded, as he was strapping on the holster. “In case it goes wrong, we’ll have to come back.”
“Oh, ye of little faith.”
Grant pulled the Makarov from the holster, and checked the clip. Eight rounds. “You need a ‘refill’?” he asked Moshenko, as he slammed the clip home.
“‘Refill’?”
“Yeah. Do you need any rounds?” Grant asked, grinning.
“Ahh. ‘Refill.’ No. I refilled at the safe house.”
Adler walked near Grant, who handed him another holster with pistol. “Let’s go.”
* * *
The three men stayed to the left of the road, until they were able to see the entire facility. Two large lights hung from either side of the doors, both front and rear. A single door, with a small rectangular window, was about fifteen feet from the front corner. There wasn’t any sign of guards, but a light was on inside.
Grant whispered, “Grigori, wait here. Joe, you take the far side.”
Pulling their masks down and crouching low, they hustled to the chain-link fence. Adler pulled wire clippers from his back pocket. Grant was down on one knee, holding the Makarov close, keeping his eyes in constant motion.
Adler tugged on his arm. They crawled through the opening then bolted across the field. Both of them ran to the front roll-up door, then Adler continued toward the side.
Grant slid his back along the building, stepping closer to the corner. With his pistol held tightly in his right hand, he poked his head around the corner. Clear. Sliding around the corner, he edged closer to the entry door, noticing hinges on the outside, meaning the door would swing out.
Stopping to listen, he could faintly hear a voice. Whoever it was, wasn’t near the door. He ducked under the window and went to the other side. Cautiously, he leaned his head, trying to see inside, but he still couldn’t see anyone.
As he straightened up, he saw Adler moving toward him, shaking his head. Grant reached across the door, gripping the knob with his left hand. With a quick look at Adler, he slowly turned it. Unlocked. He continued turning the handle, and little by little, pulled the door open half way.
There was a scraping sound, as if something heavy was being dragged across concrete. Adler moved closer, crouched, and looked inside. Two uniformed men were trying to move a piece of equipment down the center of the building, getting closer to their position. Adler stood, held up two fingers, and pointed aft.
Leaving the door partway open, Grant stepped in front of him. Raising his hand, he pointed forward with a finger. They crept into the building, seeing the two men, who had not yet seen them.
Taking quick strides toward the two, Grant and Adler gripped their pistols with both hands, pointing them straight ahead. Grant shouted in Russian, “Hands up! Hands up!” The men spun around, throwing their arms straight up.
While Grant kept the Russians in his sights, Adler rushed to them, yanked their sidearms from their holsters, then tucked each pistol in his waistband.
Again Grant shouted, “Down on the ground!” Both men fell at Adler’s feet. Adler holstered his weapon, and pulled a wrap of cord from inside his jacket.
Out of the corner of his eye, Grant caught a sudden movement. He swung his weapon right, and fired. The noise sounded like a cannon in the confined space.
Adler snapped around, seeing another Russian stagger from behind a row of equipment boxes, with a pistol in his hand. He fell forward, with his face smacking hard on concrete. Immediately, Grant swung his Makarov back toward the Russians laying on the floor.
Adler took a long, deep breath, then started tying the guards’ hands behind their backs. Pulling a rag from his pocket, he ripped it in half, and shoved each half into the mens’ mouths. Drawing his weapon again, he stood over the two.
Grant rushed to the man he shot. He kicked the pistol aside, seeing blood pooling under the body. Getting on one knee, he put two fingers on the man’s neck, hearing a long gurgling sound, the final breath leaving the body.
He got up and scanned the perimeter, looking for any place to hide the two guards, some place where they’d be out of sight when their reliefs showed up, hoping a few extra minutes would help with their escape. Nothing he could do about the pool of blood.
Jogging back to Adler, he yanked one of the guards to his feet, with Adler doing the same. With firm grips on the mens’ arms, they went toward the back of the building, stopping behind a tractor. “Get down!” Grant ordered. The two dropped to the floor. Adler pulled out another piece of cord, tying the man’s arms to the tractor. He did the same for the other guard, before tying their feet, then he double-checked the gags were secure.
With the job done, the two of them ran to the door, looking outside for Moshenko, motioning him toward them.
Moshenko slipped through the fence, hurrying toward the building with his pistol drawn. “You are both all right?” he whispered.
Grant nodded, then said, “Start looking for a chopper.” Then to Adler, “Go get the men and gear. Keep them outside. Stay with Grigori. I’m gonna check for any comm gear.” Adler nodded and took off.
Grant walked the room, searching. There had to be some kind of comm equipment. A metal table behind a stack of boxes had a TA-57 wire radio with a transistorized amplifier built in. It was an old unit, probably from the late 50s. He ripped the wire connecting the phone to the base unit, then smashed the dials inside the case. Best I can do, he thought. He heard footsteps, and turned to see Adler, signaling for him to go.
Rushing past the hog-tied guards, he gave them a quick two-finger salute, as he said, “Da sveedahnya!” He continued running to the door.
By the time he got to the back of the building, the chopper’s rotors were already winding up. Moshenko found a KA-27 fueled and ‘froggy,” as Adler liked to say. Grant caught up to Adler. They climbed into the cabin together.
The men were strapped in, waiting. “Ready?” Grant asked. Five thumbs up gave him his answer. He went to the cockpit, scrambled into the seat to Moshenko’s right and slipped his arms through the harness. “Everything look like it’s working?”
“All the gauges appear to check out,” Moshenko answered.
Already grinning, Grant purposely looked at his friend, as he said, “Then let’s boogie on outta here!”
“I will ask you later about this ‘boogie’ thing,” Moshenko responded.

Chapter 10

Home of Premier Gorshevsky
Moscow
A piercing, double ring from the phone jolted him from a deep sleep. Gorshevsky rolled over in bed, fumbling for the phone. “Yes?”
“Sir, this is Mikhail. I have news.”
Gorshevsky reached for a light switch. He squinted and blinked when the light came on. Resting on his elbow, he said, “I am listening.”
“We received word from Defense Minister General Alexi Boyra that one of our helicopters, a KA-27, was commandeered during the night from a maintenance facility near Shelkovka, sir.
“Guards reporting for duty found the men they were replacing, bound and gagged. Their only means for contacting General Boyra was by using a radio from one of the aircraft. Apparently, the attackers destroyed the communication equipment.”
“Go on,” Gorshevsky said, as he threw off the covers, then swung his legs over the side of the bed.
“The guards reported the facility was overrun by a number of attackers. One comrade was killed. According to these men, only one of the attackers spoke, although very little. We can only assume these guards are telling the truth, sir.”
“Mikhail, do you believe the ones who took the aircraft were the same individuals reportedly seen at Domodedovo?”
“The coincidence is too great, sir. A small truck was found abandoned just outside the facility’s grounds. No identification, nor plates were found with the vehicle. One peculiar piece of information is that two holes, one on each side in the back of the truck, were discovered. It appears that someone was trying to get more air inside. We haven’t determined what type of explosive was used.”
“As if someone were transporting passengers,” Gorshevsky commented with disgust.
“Yes. Passengers.”
“Have you succeeded in tracking the individual or individuals who may have planted the device?”
“We are interrogating two, sir.”
Gorshevsky stepped across the room, then lowered a window. “And what of Colonel Moshenko?” he asked, walking back to the bed, feeling bile creeping up to his throat.
“It will be some time before we have a total body count from the wreckage. In the meantime, that leaves two other possibilities we must consider: First, Colonel Moshenko was taken prisoner, and two, he may have defected, and it was he who leaked the information about the Americans.”
“Do you realize what you are saying?” the premier’s voice boomed.
“I do, sir, but as I said, those are only possibilities, and we must leave all open. But to add to the situation, we have been unsuccessful in contacting his wife, at home or the hospital. No one has seen her.”
Gorshevsky’s back went rigid. His face flushed. Blood pounded against his skull. “Mikhail, I want you to notify every division commander from Shelkovka to Berlin.”
“Excuse me, sir,” Antolov interrupted, “but with the time of the attack, they are well beyond Shelkovka, and probably approaching East Germany.”
“Then find them! Stop that aircraft! And, Mikhail, I want any or all of the bastards who perpetrated this… this crime, kept alive.”
“I will see to it, sir.” Conversation over.
As furious and concerned as he was, Gorshevsky thought beyond the current situation. If he managed to keep the aggressor, or aggressors, alive and in custody, he would have another chance at an exchange of prisoners.
Aboard a Russian KA-27
Somewhere Over Poland
Close to the East German Border
0545 Hours — Local Time
The sun had already been up for over an hour. They’d been flying without incident. Moshenko kept the chopper low, moving fast. Flying, as Grant once said, was in his blood. If it had not been for the dire situation they found themselves in, he’d be in his glory.
Grant turned, looking back toward the cabin. Adler knelt by the open door. Staying just behind the bulkhead, looking forward, he held onto a safety line.
The men sat rigidly in their seats, strapped in securely. They all realized the chance these three men were taking for them. Over the past years they’d been held in captivity, it would have been easy to give up, give up on themselves, give up on their government, give up on ever being free. Unexpectedly, this has become their second chance. These men were giving them that chance, trying their damnedest to make it possible for them to go home.
The strap of Adler’s fully loaded Uzi was over his shoulder, the weapon hanging by his side. Wind whipped across his body whenever he’d lean slightly, trying to get a better view, trying to spot potential trouble. But they were flying close to one hundred sixty miles an hour, nearly maximum speed for the KA-27. The ground passed rapidly, especially flying at one hundred fifty feet above it.
Moshenko was pushing it. He eyed the gauges. “We have just crossed the border. We are in East Germany. We have less than one hundred kilometers to Berlin.”
Grant stared at his friend. “Sixty miles of stomach churning. This’s been one helluva op, Grigori, and it’s still not over.” He glanced at the gauges. “How’s the fuel?”
“We are all right, my friend.”
“Think the ‘gas station attendants’ at our fuel stop recognized you?”
“I do not believe so.”
Grant looked out the windshield, spotting a small village at twelve o’clock. “Any installations we have to worry about?” He reached behind him and took out the binoculars.
Moshenko responded, “We have almost five hundred thousand troops in East Germany, Grant. Most are stationed in or near bigger cities. There are many small encampments scattered around the countryside. Many East German troops are being used to patrol borders but they also have encampments. I do not know how many communication stations they have.”
“What about airfields? Any in this area?”
Moshenko shook his head. “I do not believe so. But our helicopters can be anywhere.”
Grant didn’t even want to think about that possibility, as he looked at his watch, then went back to the glasses. By the time those two guards were discovered, it should’ve given us a big lead, he thought,unless somebody in Moscow put all the pieces together earlier. Scary thought.
There was always a possibility aircraft could be waiting ahead, patrolling. But they were flying in a Russian chopper. Maybe that’s all they had going for them.
There haven’t been any transmissions coming across the airwaves, nobody telling them to “land immediately or else.” Maybe it’s been too damn quiet.
No sooner had the thought passed through his mind, when out of nowhere there was a sound of bullets striking the underbelly of the chopper.
“We’re under attack!” Adler shouted. “Machine guns! Starboard!” He returned fire with the Uzi. More bullets hit near the tail fins, then again the underbelly. Moshenko sent the chopper into a climb, then he pulled the cyclic-pitch lever (the “stick”) left, banking to port.
Grant punched the release for the shoulder harness and rushed back to Adler, trying to maintain his balance as Moshenko flew evasive maneuvers. “You okay?” Grant shouted.
“Couldn’t see ’em, skipper! Jesus! They’re fuckin’ everywhere!”
Grant pulled the satchel closer to Adler, laying an extra clip for the Uzi on top, then he grabbed a clip for the Makarov. “Gonna call Tony!”
He pointed at the five men as he passed them, heading to the cockpit. “Keep those seatbelts buckled tight! We’ve got less than thirty miles! It might get worse!” Rushing to the cockpit, he fastened the seat harness, then put on the headphones, adjusting the mouthpiece. More gunfire erupted. Adler kept firing in quick, short bursts.
“How much farther?” Grant shouted at Moshenko.
“Maybe forty kilometers!” Moshenko continually maneuvered the chopper from port to starboard, trying to gain altitude, trying not to become an easy target. But if he climbed too high then lost control, they wouldn’t have a chance when they went down. His best bet was to keep outmaneuvering the attackers, while he hoped there weren’t any aircraft in pursuit or up ahead.
Gunfire again. More bullets ricocheted off the port side, this time under the cockpit.
“Where the fuck did they come from?” Grant shouted. He dialed the emergency frequency. “Panther calling Legs! Panther calling Legs! Come in!” Silence. “Panther calling Legs! Come in, Legs!”
“Legs here! Over!”
Grant yelled, “Taking fire! Taking fire! We’re about twenty-five miles out!”
“Stay with me! Keep that mike open!” Mullins shouted back.
More hits on the chopper. Adler rammed another clip into the Uzi, and resumed fire.
Suddenly, the chopper pitched violently. Moshenko gripped the stick with both hands. They started losing altitude. Off course now, they were south of Berlin.
Adler scooted to the other side of the door, holding onto a safety line. He leaned out as far as he could, seeing a stream of fuel. “Fuel leak!”
Grant shouted to Mullins, “Losing altitude! Fuel leak!”
“Gimme your position!” Mullins shouted back.
“Fifty-two degrees north, thirteen degrees east! Repeat! Fifty-two degrees north, thirteen degrees east! We’re going down!”
“On our way!” Mullins yelled, with his heart thumping against his chest.
Adler slung the Uzi’s strap over his head, scurried to a seat, snapped the belt closed, then yanked it tight. He shouted at the men in front of him. “Hang tight! The colonel’s the best there is!”
Moshenko still had some control, enough where maybe, just maybe, he could prevent a tragedy, but the ground was getting closer at an alarming rate.
“Over there!” Grant pointed.
A clearing, just at the edge of a forest. Fighting to maintain control, Moshenko banked the chopper. It started resisting his control. Aiming for the outer edge of the clearing, he was trying to come in parallel to the tree line. He was trying to reduce speed, struggling to adjust the angle, trying to prevent a direct hit. But they were coming in fast.
“Come on, Grigori! You can do it!” Grant shouted, as he grabbed both straps of the harness. Then over his shoulder he warned, “Brace yourselves!”
The sound and tremendous force when it plowed into the earth was horrendous. Almost instantly, it rebounded for a brief second, then hit again, skidding on its belly. Dirt, grass, rocks shot up from every angle. The ass end smacked hard, snapping off the twin tail fins, causing the undercarriage wheels to rip off. Still skidding, it rolled on its side, causing first the left then right nose wheels to collapse, then break off, sending the forward section into a nose-dive. The upper swirling rotor blade broke, spiraling away in different directions. The radar under the cockpit and half the cockpit were partially buried in soil.
Suddenly, it was over. Grant shook his head, raising it slowly. The sudden jolt of the hit, made him feel like his spine had been shoved up into the top of his head. Shattered pieces of windshield were sprayed around the cockpit, on him and Moshenko. He was still strapped in, feeling the pressure of the harness against his chest. Fumbling for the harness release, he called, “Grigori!”
“Yes. Yes.” He automatically released the seat harness.
“Come on! We’ve gotta get outta here!” As he got off the seat, he readjusted the holster, feeling for the Makarov. He felt off balance, almost disoriented, as he started for the cabin. He rubbed his neck, moving his head side to side, as he shouted, “Joe!”
“Here, skipper!” Adler was shaking his head, and rubbing his face. He unsnapped the seatbelt, got up slowly, then made a dash to get extra clips for the Uzi.
Grant rushed to the men. They were all alert, but shaking almost uncontrollably. A couple of them had their head between their knees, their breathing coming in short, quick breaths. All of them fumbled for a seatbelt release. “Everybody okay?” Five heads nodded. “Come on! Let’s go!” He helped them with the belts, then stood by as each man passed him. Their legs were unsteady as they headed for the door.
“Grigori! Come on!” he yelled.
From the angle of the chopper, they’d have about a six foot drop to the ground. “Joe, get out and help them!” Adler jumped down, immediately reaching to help each man to safety.
Moshenko was behind Grant. “You okay, Grigori? Nothing’s damaged?”
“I am okay.” He was still amazed they were all walking. He lowered himself out the door.
Gripping the pistol with one hand, Grant yanked the Uzi and extra clips from his satchel, then slung the strap over his shoulder. “Joe!” He handed both satchels to Adler, before he jumped out.
He immediately started scanning their surroundings, looking for a safer place. Then he pointed, “Over there! Get away from the chopper!” A smell of fuel hit their senses. They started running, when they heard the sound of a chopper. “It’s gotta be Tony!” Grant yelled, swiveling his head, finally spotting the helo coming from the northwest.
Out of nowhere, shots rang out. They all dropped to the ground, snapping their heads around. Running out from the trees were uniformed men, Russians and East Germans, more than twenty of them, firing with AKs and pistols.
“Stay down! Stay down!” Grant ordered, pointing at the men. He, Adler, and Moshenko positioned themselves in front of them. “Come on, Tony!”
The three returned fire, taking down two of the advancing assailants. But bullets continued hitting dirt around them, zipping by their heads, hitting the KA-27.
The rescue chopper started descending about thirty yards behind them, preparing for touchdown. Grant shouted, “Grigori! Here!” He gave Moshenko his satchel. He and Adler already had all the ammo. “Take the men! Go! Go!”
Moshenko followed close behind the five. They had some protection by putting themselves between the downed chopper and the incoming one. They zig zagged as they ran toward the helo, ducking low and covering their heads with their arms. One man fell to his knees. Moshenko grabbed his arm and jerked him up, then pushed him forward.
Grant’s Makarov ran out of ammo. He pulled his Uzi off his shoulder and started firing. Adler was next to him, using his Uzi, when Grant yelled, “Gimme that!”
“What…?”
Grant yanked the weapon from Adler’s hands, immediately slinging the strap over his shoulder, then he resumed firing with his Uzi in short bursts at the oncoming attackers. “See they all make it! That’s an order, Joe! Go! Go!” The two looked at each other for a split second, then Grant turned away, resuming fire. Another Russian went down.
Adler drew his pistol, as his mind was screaming, Fuck that order! But this was one time he was going to follow Grant’s order. He fired off rounds as he quickly backed up toward the waiting helo.
Moshenko was out of ammo, but someone stood above him in the chopper’s doorway, firing at the attackers, at the same time trying to help him get the men to safety.
Tony Mullins grabbed Moshenko’s hand, and pulled him into the helo. The five men scrambled behind a bulkhead, taking cover, trying to make themselves as small a target as possible.
Moshenko kept looking at Grant, seeing he was down on one knee, still firing the Uzi in short bursts. Finally getting up into a crouch position, he started scooting backwards a little at a time.
Adler reached the helo and started climbing up, when Mullins grabbed his arm and hauled him onboard. Both men immediately started firing their weapons, trying to give Grant some protection, enough for him to make it to the chopper. They watched him backing up, continuing to fire. All three shouted at him, motioning with their hands. “Come on! Come on!”
Suddenly, Grant staggered, and went down. Mullins yelled, “Grant!” He jumped out the door, barely took one step, when a bullet struck him in the chest. Adler grabbed him by the back of his collar, and he and Moshenko dragged him back up into the cabin. Blood was spreading across his chest, pooling next to him. Adler already knew it wasn’t good.
The Russians and East Germans were starting to make an all out assault now, rushing toward the helo. Adler rammed another clip into the pistol and fired as he hollered at the top of his lungs, “Get us outta here!”
The attackers stopped their assault as the chopper started climbing. Adler and Moshenko steadied themselves, gripping the sides of the door, staring down in disbelief, seeing Grant’s body with two Russians standing over him. One knelt next to him briefly, then they each grabbed one of his arm’s and started dragging him from the scene.
Adler had tears welling up in his eyes, as he shouted, “We’ll come back for you, skipper! That’s a fuckin’ promise!” Moshenko rested a hand on Adler’s shoulder, unable to find any words.
When he could no longer see Grant, Adler looked down at Mullins laying at his feet. He got down on a knee, feeling for a pulse in his neck, then his wrist, pressing, searching, feeling nothing. “Oh, Christ! Tony. Dammit! Goddammit!”
Without warning, a huge blast shook the chopper. Adler and Moshenko both threw their arms in front of their faces from sheer reaction, as the KA-27 blew up. A ball of fire, smoke and debris shot up and out in every direction. Pieces of blades spiraled out of control, some heading toward the forest, others splashing into the river.
“Oh, Jesus!” Adler shouted. He leaned toward the door, holding on, trying to see beyond the flames and smoke, looking for anybody. It was no use.
The chopper pilot keyed his mike. “Foxtrot 73 calling Nightingale 25! Foxtrot 73 calling Nightingale 25! Come in Nightingale 25! Over!”
“Nightingale 25. Go ahead Foxtrot 73. Over.”
“Have eight souls onboard! Request stretcher for one! Doesn’t look good! Acknowledge! Over!”
“Roger, Foxtrot 73! We’re ready!” Out!”
Tempelhof Air Base
Joe Adler and Grigori Moshenko stood by the open door, nervously awaiting touchdown. Even with the rotors still winding down and blades rotating, two medics ran to the helo, carrying a stretcher. They lifted Mullins’ body, laid him on it, then hurried back to the C-9A.
Jumping out of the helo first, Adler and Moshenko then helped the five men down, escorted them to the aircraft, and waited until they were safely onboard.
Adler took hold of Moshenko’s arm. “Sir, let’s go. I’ve gotta get to the Embassy.” As they ran back to the waiting chopper, the Nightingale was already taxing into position for takeoff, with its destination Landstuhl, about one hour flying time.
Once at the Embassy, Adler made the introductions between Moshenko and Greeley. He had a brief moment of satisfaction seeing Alexandra rush into her husband’s arms.
It was time for him to leave that reunion. He had to make his call. He took the elevator to the lower level, to the cryptology room, having received authorization from Bureau Chief Greeley.
One of the crypto guys punched in a code, giving Adler access to a smaller room with a scrambler. He and Grant used this same room and equipment on the Lampson mission.
There wasn’t one iota of time to waste. Putting a call through to Torrinson was his top priority. They had to find Grant.
NIS
Office of Admiral Torrinson
0200 Hours
Torrinson was stretched out on the leather sofa, with his stocking feet perched on the armrest. His eyes were closed but sleep was avoiding him. He and Zach decided to tough it out at the office, waiting for word.
A knock at the door, and he responded, “Come.” He slid his legs over the edge of the couch and sat up, smoothing back his hair.
“Sir,” Zach said, poking his head in the doorway. “It’s Lieutenant Adler on the red one, sir.”
Torrinson looked up. “Joe?” he asked on his way to the desk.
“Yes, sir,” Zach replied, then closed the door behind him.
Torrinson didn’t have a good feeling. “Joe, where are you?”
“At the Embassy, sir. I’m reporting that five men are on their way to Landstuhl. All are safe, admiral.”
Torrinson looked overhead, before closing his eyes in relief. “Wonderful news, Joe!”
“Yes, sir. And the colonel is here. Agent Mullins managed to get Mrs. Moshenko out of Moscow, and she’s here, too, sir.”
So far so good,Torrinson thought. He resisted the urge to ask about Grant. Joe would get to it in his own time. Maybe Grant just sent him to make the call while he took care of the Moshenkos.
“So, Agent Mullinswas with you. I hope he knows the Agency’s been looking for him. He’d better have some good answers ready.” Silence. “Joe?”
Adler paced in front of the counter, nervously rubbing a hand across his forehead. “Sir, Agent Mullins was killed early this morning.”
Torrinson caught his breath. “What happened?”
“Our chopper was taking small arms fire. Captain Stevens sent an emergency transmission to Tony, just before our chopper went down. When Tony’s chopper landed, he was helping everyone get onboard. He jumped out, and… he caught a bullet in the chest. He died just about instantly, sir.” Adler was reliving the whole scene in his mind. He had to lean against the counter to steady himself.
More anxious than ever, Torrinson asked in a low voice, “Joe, where’s Grant?”
“Sir, Captain Stevens ordered us to the rescue chopper while he tried to hold off the assault, giving us more time.” Adler’s voice cracked as he said, “We saw him get hit, sir.” Torrinson put a hand to his forehead, shaking his head in disbelief. Adler immediately added, “But I think he’s alive, admiral. Two Russians pulled him up, then dragged him off.”
“Thank God,” Torrinson murmured, as he flopped back against his chair.
“Admiral, we’ve gotta find him! We… ”
“Joe, I’ve had a Team from Little Creek on standby since Grant called from Moscow. They’ve been in the air for hours.” There was a brief moment of silence before Torrinson spoke again. “Joe, you did not, I repeat, you did not leave Grant behind. You did what had to be done. You were following Grant’s orders.” Torrinson tried an attempt at levity. “Knowing you, following orders can be a challenge.”
Adler pretty much ignored the comment. “But, sir, we don’t have any idea where they could’ve taken him. They were headed into the trees. We lost sight of them. With any sort of transportation, they could’ve gone in any direction, sir. They could be anywhere by now.”
Torrinson had the same thought, but said, “I have a feeling there’s a shitload of transmissions flying around Russia. I’ll have to call the President first, then check with CIA.”
“Request permission to go with the Team to find the captain, sir.”
“Permission denied, lieutenant.”
“But, sir… ”
“You stay where you are. Don’t leave the Embassy until you hear from me. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir. I’ll go find the colonel. He’s probably going through a G2 now. We’re all worried as hell, sir.”
“As am I, Joe.”
“Sir, will you… ”
“That’s affirmative, Joe. I’ll call you! And Joe… remarkable job getting those men back.”
“Thank you, sir.”
* * *
President Carr was in his bedroom sitting on a dark blue upholstered wing chair wearing his white robe. The news from Admiral Torrinson about the POWs made him ecstatic, and the defection of the Russian KGB officer put the icing on the cake.
But then Torrinson relayed information about Captain Stevens and Agent Mullins. One dead, one captured and injured. He thought it best that Torrinson leave immediately for Germany and authorized a plane.
He still hadn’t heard from Premier Gorshevsky. A thought crossed his mind, seeing the panic going on inside the Kremlin. A KGB officer defecting. Then again, maybe they still don’t know the colonel wasn’t on the chopper that was destroyed. Or maybe they think he’s become a hostage. Maybe they don’t know, he thought. There were too many maybes.
He stood, retied the robe’s sash, then walked across the blue carpeted floor, feeling the weight of the presidency on his shoulders. Putting his arms behind his back, he slapped one hand against the other.
The POWs are safe, but now, there’s an American captured. One American Navy officer, who risked it all, laid his life on the line for men he didn’t even know. Would this be the sacrifice of one for many? Carr pondered.
If the SEALs couldn’t find Captain Stevens, if their mission failed, would he, Carr, approach the premier, and offer to make an exchange? His original decision to not even consider an exchange of the POWs had now come back to bite him in the butt. It resulted in injuries and death.
Whatever it takes, he will not leave Captain Stevens behind. It would be inhumane for him to do so.

Chapter 11

KGB Headquarters
Office of Director Mikhail Antolov
With most of the communication stations located in the western part of Russia and those in East Germany being anywhere from one to two thousand miles away from Moscow, there was a problem transmitting messages. Most small land sets and portables have one to ten watts of transmitting power. Without a boost or a relay station, most of them only have the ability to transmit from five to fifty miles. The only solution for the field commanders is to transmit their messages to Berlin. From there, the fastest way for those stations to make contact with Moscow is by phone.
Messages started arriving at KGB headquarters at 1000 hours Moscow time. In Antolov’s outer office, a private sat at his desk, transcribing phone messages on a Hermes Rocket manual portable typewriter.
Field commanders were reporting the sighting of a KA-27 heading east, approaching the East German border. Some reported sightings from the north. There was no surprise in their conflicting reports, their inconsistencies, or timeframes. Discipline among Russian communication operators was practically non-existent. Following rules and regulations was mostly done indiscriminately, and security wasn’t always top priority.
By order of Premier Gorshevsky, Antolov had sent a general message to Berlin with instructions to notify all field commanders near the border, directing them to stop the aircraft by any and all means. The lag time between receiving one of the messages and passing it along, whether from carelessness or not, could mean success or failure.
The time was now 1220 hours. Antolov drummed his fingers on his desk as he read the latest message. Commander Yarnov reported the aircraft was brought down near the Grunewald Forest inside East Germany. The American POWs were rescued by a helicopter with American markings. Yarnov also reported the sighting of a Russian officer near the American helicopter.
It was the next sentence that Antolov could not believe. He read it over and over. Yarnov stated the Russian officer was firing at the Russian and East German troops.
He tossed the paper on his desk. “Grigori,” he said aloud. In the beginning of the accident investigation, Antolov believed Moshenko had either died in the accident or had been taken hostage.
Had Comrade Tarasov been right? Did Moshenko become too friendly with that American, picking up western ways, western thoughts? Still, he, Antolov, never had any reason to doubt Moshenko’s loyalty over the years. What could have sent him over the edge? Had he decided to defect? Was he coerced? No. That cannot be the reason for causing Moshenko to fire at his own countrymen. But the report said he was!
“Damn you, Grigori!” He slammed his fist on the desk.
* * *
Two hours later he was still reading messages. His anger had hardly subsided when there was a knock at his door. “What is it?” he angrily shouted. An enlisted man opened the door and handed him another message. Antolov waved him off. With his mind still enraged, he tried to focus on the paper.
A Major Losevsky reported to Berlin that he has detained someone at a communication station in Grunewald. This person was one of those who apparently had been involved in the rescue of the POWs and was then captured during the firefight. Losevsky states the prisoner does not have any identification but was heard shouting in English during the fight. He presumes he is American.
Antolov tapped the paper against his mouth. Could this be Grigori’s American friend? What was his name? Rushing to the file cabinet, he dialed the combination lock, then pulled out the metal drawer, flipping through folder after folder, until one caught his eye. He lifted it out. Across the red tab it read: Stevens, Grant — Captain — U.S. Navy. “This must be him,” Antolov said to himself. This was the name given to him by Comrade Tarasov.
He swung around and hurried back to his desk, calling for the private in the outer office. “Call Berlin. Have them contact Major Losevsky! Tell him he is to keep that prisoner in his custody until he receives further orders from me!” Antolov made a decision to hold off having the American flown to Moscow. Too much was happening. He would not take any further action until the situation had calmed down or until the premier tells him otherwise. And besides, Major Losevsky may need some extra time in extracting information from this Stevens.
He called the private back into his office. “Tell the major he has authority to interrogate.”
He reached for the phone. “Get me Premier Gorshevsky.” He waited. “Sir, I have news.”
“I am waiting, Mikhail,” an annoyed Gorshevsky answered. This whole situation was not progressing to his liking. He wanted answers.
“Sir, it has been reported by one of our field commanders that the aircraft was brought down inside East German territory.”
“And you have more to tell me?”
“All aboard the aircraft seemed to have survived the crash. There was an intense firefight, and four of our comrades were killed, two injured.” Antolov began sweating profusely, as he continued. “The commander indicated another helicopter, with American markings, landed during the fighting. Sir, I regret to tell you the five Americans were taken aboard that aircraft.” Antolov could hear Gorshevsky’s heavy breathing, and he still had more information to give him.
“There was at least one other person onboard who we presume was American, and was apparently part of that operation.” Should he tell him about the captured American? Or tell him about Grigori? Antolov was already picturing Lubyanka Prison… from the inside.
“Mikhail, tell me you have some good news.” Gorshevsky walked over to an antique credenza, removed a bottle of Stolichnaya (Stoli) vodka, then took it with him to his chair. He poured half a glass.
“Sir, we have taken someone into custody. He is being held at one of our smaller communication outposts in Grunewald by a Major Losevsky. We believe he is the American friend of Colonel Moshenko, a Captain Stevens.”
“How can you be sure that is him?”
“He fits the description given by Comrade Tarasov, and the photograph in our dossier.” Antolov lifted the second page of the dossier. Stevens, he repeated in his mind. “Sir, can you wait a moment while I read this dossier? There is something familiar about that name.”
Scanning the page, Antolov finally made the connection. Lieutenant Ostrova! Grigori! Steiner! He remembered. It was this Stevens who helped end the attempt to murder Politburo members that day. Would this fact change his and the premier’s decision on holding this American? Or would it now give the premier a distinct advantage during his negotiations with President Carr?
Antolov relayed his findings and thoughts to Gorshevsky. “Perhaps you can negotiate the captain’s release in exchange for Comrade Chernov, since we no longer have the five Americans.”
“You may be right, Mikhail, but on one hand the Russian government owes a great deal to this Stevens.”
“I agree, sir.”
“Then on the other hand, with this current situation, he is responsible for the deaths of our comrades, and taking Colonel Moshenko hostage.”
“Sir, I am not totally convinced Colonel Moshenko was taken hostage.”
Gorshevsky’s eyebrows shot up. “Why is that, Mikhail?” He gulped down a mouthful of vodka.
“We know Colonel Moshenko is on friendly terms with this American. Why would he be taken hostage, sir?”
Gorshevsky felt his temples pound. He burped up foul tasting stomach bile. It burned his throat. He gulped down another mouthful of Stoli, then coughed. “Mikhail, are you trying to tell me you believe Colonel Moshenko left willingly, and has… defected?” The word “defected” nearly choked him.
“During the firefight, Major Losevsky reported seeing Colonel Moshenko board the rescue aircraft and assist the Americans in getting onboard, sir. He also claims he saw Colonel Moshenko firing at our troops, seemingly protecting the Americans.”
Silence. “Did you say ‘at our troops,’ Mikhail?”
“I did, sir.”
Hair on the back of Gorshevsky’s neck stood on end. His questions on who leaked the information about the American POWs, and the destruction of the aircraft from Domodedovo seem to have been answered. Grigori Moshenko! “Mikhail, do you believe your KGB officer, Grigori Moshenko, was actually working with the Americans?”
Antolov had time to consider other possibilities, and he responded, “Sir, what was reported has not been proven. You know that during battle, sometimes incidents can be misconstrued. We only have a report from this one officer. At this time, I do not wish to make any conclusions. What we have for now is pure speculation, on my part also, sir.”
“Well, then, do you believe they are the ones who detonated the device on the helicopter to throw us off our investigation?”
“I do not think so, sir. Why would they destroy their only means of transportation? Look at what they had to do to obtain another aircraft. I still believe someone else was behind the destruction of that helicopter.”
“Do you have any idea who that may be?” the frustrated premier asked, as he poured another drink.
“I have my suspicions, but further inquiries and interviews must be made before I am certain.”
Gorshevsky slumped down in his chair, sipping on the vodka. Questions and answers were leading nowhere. “And what of the American you are holding? Do you know if any information has been extracted from him?”
“At last report, no. I will have Berlin contact the major as soon as we are finished here. Do you want him brought to Lubyanka, sir?”
Gorshevsky’s voice rose with each word. “What I want, Mikhail, are answers. I want him to be kept alive. I do not care if he stays at that outpost, or is brought to Lubyanka!” Gorshevsky had a thought. “Wait!” He got up, went to his desk, and removed a large map from a drawer. Once he unfolded it, he located Grunewald, then with a finger, traced a route toward Berlin. “Yes. Here it is,” he said aloud, as he tapped a spot just southwest of Berlin. “Keep him where he is. That location is not far from Potsdam. If an exchange can be negotiated, he can be brought there.” The city of Potsdam lay just outside West Berlin after the construction of the Berlin Wall. The walling off of West Berlin isolated the city. The Glienicke Bridge that crosses the Havel River, connected the city to West Berlin and was the location of previous spy exchanges.
Gorshevsky continued, “I want them to get as much information from him, as possible. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
Tempelhof Air Base
2245 Hours
Sitting within fifty yards of Hangar A, a chopper was waiting on the tarmac. In the cockpit, the pilot and co-pilot were going through a final few items left on their checklist: fuel, oil, lights, position beacon, transponder, oxygen.
Lieutenant Joe Tommasi pointed out the side window. “Here they come, Wade!” He immediately turned on the battery switch, rolled the throttle to idle detent and pulled the start trigger switch at the end of the collective. The collective is the pitch lever responsible for up and down movements. During takeoff, the pilot uses the collective to increase the pitch of the rotor blades by the same amount.
Once the engine reached forty percent, he released the switch. Within fifteen seconds, the engine was at idle.
Turning in his seat, Tommasi leaned slightly over his armrest, looking aft, watching the five SEALs climb aboard. They were outfitted in jump gear with RAM air chutes, reserve chutes, helmets, oxygen masks hanging around their necks, with goggles and rucksacks in hand.
“Ready for go, lieutenant?” Tommasi called to Lieutenant Jason Monroe. Monroe held his arm up, giving a thumb’s up.
Tommasi checked the surrounding area confirming it was clear, then he engaged the blades.
Co-pilot Lieutenant Wade Learey radioed the tower. “Tempelhof tower, November Charlie five six requesting clearance for takeoff. Over.”
“November Charlie five six you are cleared for takeoff. Winds eight knots, southwest. Over.”
“Five six requests climb to Foxtrot Lima one five. Over.” Learey requests permission to climb to flight level of fifteen thousand feet.
“Standby five six. Affirm your climb to Foxtrot Lima one five. Over.”
“Roger, tower. Out.”
Constant harassment of Allied aircraft around Berlin by the Russians caused some concern, but the chopper only had to get clear of Tempelhof airspace. The DZ (drop zone) for the SEALs’ HAHO jump was five miles beyond the base. Their intended LZ was twenty miles away in East German territory, the Soviet Zone. Their intent was to put their boots on the ground within two miles of their objective.
While they waited, the SEALs rechecked each other’s equipment, until they finally heard Learey shout, “Time to go on oxygen, gentlemen.”
“Let’s go men,” Lieutenant Monroe said.
Putting on their rubber aviator masks, they adjusted the straps, cranked on the O2, then put on their goggles. The last thing they did was secure their rucksacks to the D-rings attached to their reserve chutes.
Standing together near the open door, they waited for the signal from the co-pilot, waited for the green light, ready to make their jump.
And as they waited those final moments, each of them, in their own way, mentally prepared for the mission, preparing to rescue one of their own.
Grunewald Forest
East Germany
2330 Hours
A musty smell of pines, evergreens and decaying plant matter permeated the air in the forest. Somewhere close by was a sound from a hooting owl, and in the distance, a mournful cry of a lone wolf. These sounds could not, and would not divert the SEALs’ attention.
Dressed completely in black, the five men, with watch caps pulled low and black paint covering their faces, remained hidden in the forest for a half hour.
Lieutenant Monroe signaled the Team forward. As they walked closer to their objective, still one hundred yards away, each step they took was cautious and deliberate. Their boots barely left depressions in the thick layer of pine needles covering the ground, still wet from a recent heavy rain.
Monroe held up a fist. The SEALs immediately stopped, all of them getting down on one knee. He held a Starlighter scope to his eye, scrutinizing the area around the old farm, focusing on the main building, which was nothing more than a mere cabin. A light shown from the only window close to the front door. No movement, in or out, had been spotted.
Continuing to use the scope, his eyes followed the property around the cabin. A barn and small outbuilding were the only other structures. An old wooden animal pen, made from uneven logs, sliced in half horizontally, was next to the barn. A gate hung loosely from rusted hinges.
Monroe motioned the men forward until they made it to the edge of the forest. Again, he stopped them. From this point to the cabin, there wouldn’t be any cover. After taking one final look through the scope, he stashed it in his rucksack.
Crouching low, they made a dash across the field. When they were nearly fifty yards from the cabin, they heard voices, saw a glow from a dim light. Stopping abruptly, they dropped to the ground, flattening their bodies against damp grass and patches of mud. Waiting briefly, Monroe slowly looked up.
Two men appeared out of the darkness, coming from the south side of the property, walking toward the cabin. One was carrying a lighted kerosene lamp. As they stopped by the front door, there was a small, brief flicker of light. A match.
The shorter of the two men opened the door, blew out the lamp’s flame, then went inside, leaving the door open. A large, bulky man, wearing shirt and trousers with suspenders, possibly a Russian uniform, stood in the doorway, smoking a cigarette. A kerosene lamp, hanging above a table, appeared to be the only source of light inside.
Taking one last drag on his cigarette, Major Losevsky dropped it near his foot, grinding it into the dirt with a heel of his black boot. Tilting his head slightly, he blew a final lungful of smoke into the air. He went inside and closed the door.
Seeing no one else, Monroe came to a crouch position, with the other SEALs following his lead. At his signal, they sprinted to the side of the cabin, pressing their backs against the rough-hewn wooden logs, with their weapons held in front of their bodies.
Monroe turned his head, looking at Petty Officers First Class Bill Restin and Frank Clayton. He signaled Restin to check inside the front window, then motioned Clayton around to the back.
Then, he signaled Chief Petty Officer Al Kenton and Hospital Corpsman Petty Officer Second Class Cal Stalley, to check the two other buildings. Lowering their NVGs, the two took off around the back of the cabin.
Restin stepped around Monroe, and raised his NVGs. Keeping his body against the logs, he slowly eased himself toward the front of the cabin. Leaning just enough to look around the corner, and seeing it was clear, he took side steps toward the window. Inhaling then holding his breath, he slowly leaned until he was able to get a glimpse inside the main room.
A rectangular wooden table was positioned in the middle of the room, located about ten feet from the door. Two men, maybe in their late twenties, sat at the table, facing the door. They were dressed in Russian uniforms, and each had sidearms holstered. Field jackets hung from the back of each chair, one with the insignia of a major.
The third soldier, the one who had smoked the cigarette outside, stood by the end of the table, rubbing his knuckles and back of his hands with a cloth. Tossing it aside, it landed on a Makarov at the edge of the table.
He drew his Walther P-1 pistol from his side holster and started wiping it down with a rag. The P-1 is a modified P-38, double action, semiautomatic pistol.
Holding it up toward the lamp, he swiped the rag across the barrel and handle. Satisfied it was clean, he holstered the gun, then shoved the rag in his back trousers pocket. Sliding a chair from under the table, he sat down, locked his fingers behind his head, and began rocking his chair back and forth.
The three soldiers continued carrying on a steady conversation, occasionally punctuated with loud laughter. Each man had a small glass in front of him, and in-between the laughter, they’d sip on some brown liquid. Restin spotted a tall bottle in the middle of the table. Medovukha, an old Balto-Slavic, honey-based alcoholic beverage is a drink very similar to mead, and stronger than a regular beer.
Restin’s eyes roamed around the room. He didn’t see anyone else, but did notice three AK-47s, with magazines inserted, leaning against a large stone fireplace. Another kerosene lamp was on the mantel, but unlit. On a makeshift table next to the fireplace was a rectangular brown wooden box, with the top open, leaning against the wall. A thick black cord ran from the box to a phone receiver on the table. A field radio.
Restin slowly brought his head back, then edged his way along the logs, meeting up with Monroe around the side. He held up three fingers. Clayton emerged from the back, shaking his head.
The three slipped their rifle slings over their heads, and drew out .45s with silencers. They couldn’t take any chances of gunfire being heard, with the possibility of other troops in the area.
Now they’d wait until getting word from Chief Kenton.
* * *
Separating slightly, Chief Kenton and Petty Officer Stalley proceeded cautiously and silently. Most of the ground leading to the outbuildings was dirt. Because of the recent rain, they couldn’t avoid patches of slippery, thick mud.
They searched the first of the two buildings in typical CQB (Close Quarter Battle) fashion, finding nothing. The last outbuilding was at the rear of the farm property. From its appearance it could have been used for storage of small equipment. How many rooms was still the question. Their weapons were cocked and ready, as they approached quietly, remaining vigilant.
Standing at the dilapidated wooden door of the small building, ready to enter, Kenton gave a nod. He pushed the door open, cringing at the sound it made scraping across the dirty floor, with three rusted hinges squeaking.
They entered one behind the other, pausing as they surveyed their surroundings. The main room contained rusted, age-old farm supplies, scattered on the floor, piled in every corner, hanging from rafters. Thick cobwebs covered everything. Stalley turned his head, and readjusting his NVGs, he spotted a mouse scurrying into a hole in the corner.
He and the chief refocused their attention toward the back. Their eyes settled on a single wooden door. Chief Kenton motioned for Stalley to remain by the entrance, as he took one step at a time, walking toward the room.
The latch on the door was a slide-type, made of a flat piece of wood with a dowel as the handle. It was held in place by rough-hewn metal clamps. He took hold of the dowel with his left hand and slowly pulled the slide to the left until it was free. Taking a quick look at Stalley, he stood to the side and pulled the door back.
Pressing the butt of his rifle against his shoulder, and with his cheek close to the stock, the chief focused his eyes down the barrel. First, he looked along the far wall, then he took a step to the opposite side of the doorway, checking the wall and corners to his left. He slowly moved into the dark, musty-smelling room.
A bucket of water was near an overturned wooden chair about ten feet from the door, and just beyond it, he spotted the dark shape of a body sprawled in the middle of the floor.
He walked closer, then talked into his throat mike. “We found him! Back building!”
Stalley hurried past him. Falling on his knees next to Grant, Stalley slid his medical bag off his back and laid it open next to him. Leaning carefully, he put an ear next to Grant’s mouth, checking his breathing, making sure there wasn’t any obstruction, and simultaneously, focusing his eyes on Grant’s chest, seeing it rising and falling rhythmically (heaving). He laid his fingers on Grant’s wrist, checking the strength of his pulse.
“Is he alive?” Kenton asked as he leaned over Grant.
“Yeah, chief! He is!”
Kenton spoke into his throat mike. “He’s alive, sir!”
* * *
Monroe pressed a finger against his earpiece, hearing the chief’s message. He gave a quick thumb’s up to Clayton and Restin. Now it was time for the three of them to make it happen.
Raising their NVGs, they ducked low under the window, then stood again once they were in front of the door. Their .45s were held firmly with both hands, barrels pointing up. They each had a target. Clayton glanced at Monroe who gave a quick nod of his head.
With surprise as their advantage, Clayton kicked the door with all the force he could muster. Pieces of doorframe splintered. With perfect precision, the SEALs burst into the room, and with three muffled shots, it was over.
The Russians barely had time to blink, let alone reach for a weapon. The force of the bullet slammed the first Russian back against his chair, knocking him ass over end, with his head bent at a peculiar angle when he landed. The man next to him took a bullet just off center of his forehead, snapping his head back. His mouth fell wide open; his arms dangled by his side. The third man had started to turn and was “blown” sideways from a bullet just above his temple, knocking him completely off the chair. He landed on the floor with a thud,still in a seated position. With the size of the holes in their heads, an extra “tap” didn’t seem necessary, but just in case…
The SEALs did a quick search of the room. Clayton smashed the radio. Monroe picked up the Makarov on the table, seeing a cloth, smeared with blood. As they were leaving, Monroe reached up to the lamp and turned the wick adjustment mechanism until the flame went out.
They ran from the house, lowering their NVGs, rushing to catch up to Kenton and Stalley. As they ran, Monroe spoke into his throat mike. “We’re on our way, chief!”
* * *
“Frank! Take the watch!” Monroe ordered as they got to the building. He and Restin ran to the back room, moving close to Stalley. “How’s he doing, Cal?”
“Still trying to determine that, sir. His pulse is pretty good, all things considered.”
He leaned closer to Grant. “Captain Stevens! Can you hear me, sir?” No response. “Captain Stevens!” Grant’s arm was outstretched to the side. He struggled to lift his hand, managing to give somewhat of a thumb’s up, prompting Stalley to say, “Fuckin’ A, sir!”
Grant cleared his throat, trying to say something. Stalley leaned closer. “Say again, sir.” Grant managed to repeat the words slowly. “Yes, sir. Little Creek.” He laughed at Grant’s next comment, and replied, “Yes, sir! I agree.”
“What’d he say?” Monroe asked, curiously.
“He said it was about time we got here.” The rest of the Team couldn’t help but crack smiles, nodding in complete agreement, but wishing they’d made it sooner. Stalley got down to serious business again. “Can you move at all, sir?”
Grant lay motionless. He tried to take a deep breath and grimaced. “Don’t… think… so,” he answered with a weak, raspy voice. “Don’t… want to.”
Stalley smiled and placed a comforting hand on Grant’s shoulder. “Understand, sir, and that’s okay. But I need you to try. Try and move your feet,” Stalley requested, as he looked toward Grant’s muddied stocking feet. Grant concentrated through the pain, fighting unconsciousness. “Another fuckin’ A! Good job, sir. Now, you just hang in there. I’m going to examine you. I’ll work as fast as I can. We’ll get you outta here soon, sir.
“Hold some light over here!” Three penlights lit up. It was then they noticed a rope still tied around one wrist. Even his throat had streaks of red.
Stalley took a pair of scissors from his bag and cut away what was left of Grant’s torn and ragged shirt. Severe bruising was over his entire upper body. Removing a stethoscope from the compartment, Stalley fitted the stethoscope’s earpieces, then placed the chest piece cup over Grant’s chest, checking that both lungs were expanded.
The corpsman put on a pair of rubber gloves, snapping them against his wrist, while he looked at Grant. “Those bastards were just in here,” he said quietly. “Some of these wounds are fresh.” Blood was everywhere, including his head and face. More splatters were along the top of his trousers. There were stains where blood had soaked through his trouser legs.
Monroe leaned close. “Is it possible the butt of a pistol would cause some of those deep bruises, Cal?”
Stalley nodded. “Very possible, sir, along with fists, and boots,” he said as he pointed to Grant’s legs, “with that blood on his trousers.” He scooted behind Grant, examining the injury on the side of his head. Dried blood was caked in his hair. “Most likely a bullet,” the corpsman commented quietly. Carefully, so not to move Grant’s head, he felt as much as he could along the sides and back, touching a couple of large lumps, feeling more caked blood. There wasn’t any way for him to tell if there was a skull fracture, but a concussion was more than likely. He looked up at the chief. “Chief, can you stabilize his head while I examine him?”
Tapping lightly with two fingers, he palpated where there was bruising, trying to determine if there was internal bleeding. An open two inch wound, just above Grant’s waistband, was still oozing. There were other smaller cuts. Those wouldn’t need immediate attention.
Lieutenant Monroe leaned closer. “What the hell did they hit him with to make those cuts?”
Stalley just shook his head slowly, “Can’t imagine, sir.” He methodically started moving his hands along Grant’s legs then arms, trying to determine if there were any broken bones. As he started feeling along the lower ribcage, Grant moaned. “Sorry, sir.” He commented quietly, mostly for Monroe’s benefit, “Feels like simple rib fractures on both sides; both bone’s are in alignment. We’ve gotta be extra careful getting him outta here.
“Only other break I can find is his index finger. Will take a look at his back before he goes on the litter.” He ran his hand across the collarbone to the right shoulder. A groan escaped from Grant’s throat. “Have a problem here. Shoulder’s dislocated.”
“Jesus Christ! They used him like a fuckin’ punching bag… and jerked his arm out of the socket?” Lieutenant Monroe said between clenched teeth. It sickened him to think what the next round of punishment would’ve been if they hadn’t showed up when they did. He knelt on the other side of Grant, leaning slightly, as he said quietly, “It’s over, captain. We took care of those bastards.”
Grant wanted to respond but was having a tough time. His throat was raw and dry, but he managed the words between swallows of whatever saliva he could muster. “Fuckin’ A.”
Monroe patted his shoulder then stood. He realized they’d have to devise a makeshift litter and secure Grant, just in case he had any back or neck injuries. He looked at Restin. “Bill, gather up any of his things that might be scattered around, then fix up a litter.”
“Aye, aye, sir.” Restin circled the room, using his penlight, searching the perimeter, finding Grant’s windbreaker tossed in a corner. As he stood, something caught his eye and he looked up. “Oh, fuck! LT!”
Monroe hustled over to him. Restin pointed his penlight overhead. A rope had been thrown over a rafter. One end was tied to a vertical beam, the other hung down above them with a large hook tied to it.
Monroe spit. “Those fucking bastards!” Shaking his head, he looked at Restin then said, “Carry on, Bill.”
Restin found Grant’s belt and shoes. He didn’t expect to find any identification. Grant wouldn’t have had any. He found an empty holster in a corner, Russian made. Remembering the pistol on the table that the lieutenant snatched, he picked it up. He wrapped the windbreaker around mud-covered shoes. As he started securing the bundle with Grant’s belt, he noticed something and held his penlight close. “LT! Look, sir.” Monroe came nearer. “Think I found one of the things they may have hit him with, sir.” Blood was on the belt buckle. Monroe just shook his head. Restin finished and put the bundle near his gear, dropping the holster on top.
Corpsman Stalley’s next urgent task was to get fluid into Grant. Tearing open a small packet, he pulled out an alcohol wipe, and cleaned a patch of skin on the inside of Grant’s arm. Using two fingers, he gave light taps on the skin until he found a vein. Removing an IV needle from a plastic bag, he leaned close and inserted it. Ripping a piece of tape, he rolled it around Grant’s arm, securing the needle in place. Next, he removed an IV fluid pouch, held it overhead until the fluid flowed to the bottom of the tube near the shutoff valve. He handed the pouch to the chief as he attached the tubing to the needle. Once it was secure, he slowly adjusted the flow control, until the fluid started a slow drip.
As he worked, Stalley kept talking, trying to keep Grant conscious. “Sir? Can you hear me?”
Grant managed a hoarse, “Yeah.”
“Okay, sir. Stay with me now. You’ve got a wound that needs suturing.” Stalley was working swiftly and methodically. They didn’t want to waste too much time in this place. Grant needed help… and the prospect of running into more Russians, or East Germans, was none too appealing.
He squirted some saline solution around the wound, then cleaned the area with Betadine swabs. Once the wound had been sutured, he covered it with a small battle dressing, and secured it with adhesive tape.
Last, he squirted more saline solution on a piece of gauze, and very gently wiped blood from around Grant’s mouth, nose, eyes, and ears. They couldn’t give him anything to drink in case he had internal injuries. The best he could do was pour fresh water on some gauze and squeeze a few drops over his mouth.
“We’re ready, lieutenant,” Stalley said, as he pulled off the gloves then stood.
“What about pain meds, Cal?” Monroe asked.
“No can do, sir, not with the concussion I’m sure he’s got. Don’t know how long he’s been out, but from now on, we’ve gotta keep him conscious.” Stalley hoped Grant wouldn’t get nauseous and have to puke, especially with his fractured ribs.
They put the litter next to Grant. Three of them spaced themselves evenly apart along his body.
Stalley gently straightened Grant’s injured arm, placing it close to his body. Grant moaned. “Sorry, sir,” Stalley apologized. He ripped a piece of tape and secured Grant’s arm to his body. “Sir, now we’ve gotta put you on a litter. This might hurt some. Are you ready?”
“Go,” Grant murmured.
“Chief, hand me your penlight then stabilize his head.” He directed the three men standing by. “On three, roll him slightly toward you, and I’ll check his back. Ready? One… two… three.” Stalley quickly did his examination. More deep bruising and lacerations. “Slip the litter under him, as close as you can near his side. Okay. Roll him back. Easy.” It was done.
They secured his legs and stabilized his head. Stalley opened a “space blanket” and covered Grant, tucking the edges under his body. Used to prevent the loss of body heat, the blanket uses a material consisting of a thin sheet of plastic that’s coated with a metallic reflecting agent.
“Ready, lieutenant,” Stalley said.
Four men each picked up a corner of the litter, then with care, started their nearly two mile trek back to the planned extraction site.
Grant drifted in and out of consciousness during the journey. When he was awake, he felt lightheaded, dizzy. Things were very blurry, even the faces that sometimes were looking down at him, talking to him, reassuring him. His mind was constantly in a fog, unable to bring anything into focus. Most of the time it was completely blank. He knew he was being carried but couldn’t remember why or by whom. What he did know was that every part of his body was in pain, but he couldn’t remember why.
Throughout the journey, Stalley carried the IV pouch, occasionally checking the drip flow. He’d lean close to Grant, trying to stimulate him into staying awake by talking or tapping his shoulder. With his suspicion that Grant had a concussion, it was vital now that he stay conscious as much and as long as possible.
At the Edge of the Grunewald Forest
They were closing in on the location where they hid their jump gear. Stopping about fifty yards from the water’s edge, they gently laid the litter on the ground, then slid their rucksacks from their backs. So far the only sounds came from water lapping against the shore and a high-pitched train whistle off in the distance, blaring in three short bursts each time it sounded. Across the water, on land, nothing moved. The nearest village was over three miles west.
Lieutenant Monroe signaled for Clayton and Restin to scope out the area. He and the chief took defensive positions near Grant. Stalley quickly checked the IV flow, examined the needle in Grant’s arm, then put a hand on his forehead, checking for any sign of fever.
Staying away from the shoreline, away from exposing themselves, Clayton and Restin stayed low, combing the area cautiously, thoroughly. Clayton used the scope, moving it slowly as he searched along the opposite bank, while Restin kept his attention on the river, confirming no patrol boats were in the area.
Hustling back to the others, they reported their findings to Monroe, then got down on a knee and positioned themselves several feet away from Monroe and Kenton, putting a double perimeter around Grant.
Lieutenant Monroe reached for his radio. Trying to keep his voice low, he called, “Delta Tango calling Alpha One. Delta Tango calling Alpha One. Come in Alpha One. Over.”
One of the pilots sitting aboard a Huey, waiting on the tarmac at Tempelhof, keyed his mike. “Delta Tango this is Alpha One. Over.”
“Delta Tango confirms package is safe. I say again, package is safe. Ready for extraction. Acknowledge. Over.”
“Roger, Delta Tango. Alpha One underway. Out.”
Stalley leaned close to Grant, patting his shoulder. “It’s almost over, sir.”
With Tempelhof being only twenty-five miles from their location, they expected the chopper to reach them in under ten minutes. The SEALs quickly gathered all their gear, making sure everything was secured. Then they double checked their weapons.
Clayton slung his rifle strap over his head, then took out the Starlighter, keeping watch for the chopper and any unsociable Russians or East Germans.
In the distance they heard the familiar whomp whomp whomp rapid sound of a Huey. “Two o’clock!” Clayton reported.
Monroe pulled a penlight from his pocket. The chopper was coming in really low. He held the light overhead, and signaled.
Stalley leaned over Grant, protecting him from flying debris. “Your ride’s finally here, sir!”
The pilot maneuvered the chopper, so the nose was facing the water. Standing by the door, manning his M60 machine gun, the gunner waited until the helo was ready to touch down. As soon as the skids hit dirt, he unfastened a stretcher laying across canvas seats. He jumped out, then pulled the stretcher from the chopper. Keeping low, he raced toward the SEALs.
Monroe was hurrying toward the chopper. He pointed, “Over there!” to the gunner, then, he assumed a defensive position next to the chopper, watching his men put Grant on the stretcher.
Stalley ran alongside Grant. When they reached the chopper, he was the first to climb aboard. The men hoisted the stretcher into the cabin, putting it on the seats. Stalley immediately fastened safety belts around Grant.
The gunner resumed his standing position behind the M60, readjusting the wire mouthpiece attached to his helmet. With his hands gripping both handles, he was ready to fire if he had to.
Monroe and the chief got onboard, as Restin and Clayton jumped out, gathering their gear, then handing everything up to the chief.
Suddenly, the gunner swung his M60 around and shouted, “Headlights! Eight o’clock!” A more disturbing sound caught everyone’s attention… a chopper, coming from due East.
Restin and Clayton scrambled aboard. Monroe shouted, “Go! Go! Go!”
The pilot responded immediately. The skids were barely off the ground, when gunfire erupted. Muzzle flashes from at least four weapons came in rapid succession from two approaching vehicles. Pings sounded as bullets hit the tail of the Huey.
The gunner fired off bursts of M60 rounds, as the helo started forward, with its nose dipping slightly. It was headed on a course back to Tempelhof, to a waiting Nightingale, trying to outrun the other chopper.

Chapter 12

Kremlin
Office of Premier Gorshevsky
Gorshevsky had been waiting for hours, waiting for word from Antolov, hoping Major Losevsky was able to extract information from the American. “This ‘Stevens’ is the only one who can give me answers,” he mumbled to himself, as he paced in front of the window.
His stomach started to churn from his frustration, and too much vodka. Tea,he thought. He took a step to the credenza. A small double charcoal burner, called a samovar, was on the left side of the piece of furniture. One burner had a teapot with a very concentrated infusion of tea, while the other pot held plain hot water. He poured tea from the teapot into a traditional tulip-shaped glass then diluted it slightly with plain water.
As he sipped the tea, he went back to the window, just as his phone rang. “Mikhail?”
“Yes, Mr. Premier. Berlin has not yet received any further response from Major Losevsky. His last message indicated Stevens had still not given them any information.”
Gorshevsky took a slow, deep breath. They were getting nowhere. “Send a message to Berlin. I want that American to talk. And remember, Mikhail, he needs to be kept alive.” At this point, Gorshevsky didn’t give a damn what condition Stevens was in when he was finally exchanged for Chernov.
“I understand, sir.”
“One more issue, Mikhail. Has anyone found the colonel’s wife?”
“No, sir. We have checked all airports, trains, any transportation we could think of. There is nothing to indicate she has left Russia.
“Three of my men have gone to the apartment. They found her papers in one of her handbags. All her clothes appeared to be there, undisturbed. Nothing was out of order. And the recording devices have been checked. Again, nothing.” A sudden thought occurred to him. “Mr. Premier, what if she was taken by the Americans?”
“And for what purpose?”
“Perhaps to make Colonel Moshenko cooperate in taking the Americans. That would be a reasonable explanation for him being on the American helicopter.” But it still doesn’t answer why he fired at our troops,Antolov thought. He decided not bring up the possibility of defection again until he had definite proof.
“That is not making any sense, Mikhail. You said Colonel Moshenko was a friend of this American. If that is the case, why would they find it necessary to take Mrs. Moshenko?”
“Just because they are friends, sir, does not mean he was willing to help with the escape of the five men. Perhaps the Americans needed a way to make him cooperate.
“Sir, I believe I have said this before, but Colonel Moshenko has been a loyal party member, a loyal officer. I never had any reason to believe otherwise.”
Gorshevsky mulled the statement over, before asking, “Do you believe she is being held somewhere in Russia?”
“We have not been able to trace any movement, sir. Our next course of action will be to take her photo to every subway and train station, and also the airports.”
“Very time-consuming, Mikhail. Right now we must focus on that captured American and find out who destroyed our aircraft, and get definitive answers concerning Colonel Moshenko,” Gorshevsky responded with definite annoyance in his voice. “I will keep all this in mind when I talk with the American President. When we talk again, Mikhail, I hope you will tell me what I want to hear.”
“I will, sir.” End of conversation.
Gorshevsky looked at the wall clock. Having the information just relayed by Antolov should be enough to start the American President thinking about an exchange. He swallowed the last mouthful of tea, then picked up the receiver on the red phone.
Oval Office
The White House
President Andrew Carr opened a folder with the Presidential seal displayed on front. Thumbing through papers inside, he removed a typed sheet and placed it on top of the others. Before he continued reading, he poured a glass of water. “How about you, Ed?” he asked.
CIA Director Hannigan shook his head. “No, thanks,” he responded, holding a can of Pepsi.
“What about you, Will?”
SECDEF waved his hand, “None for me.”
Carr took a decent swallow of cold water, then rubbed the glass against his cheek, as he asked Hannigan, “When are you expecting Agent Mullins’ body to arrive?”
“Late tonight or early morning.”
“You don’t plan on taking any action, do you? I mean, making any negative comments, tarnishing his record, or…?”
Hannigan interrupted, “The man was what the military would call ‘AWOL,’ Mr. President. He disappeared, went to Russia, then to East Germany!”
“And for what purpose, Ed? To take a damn vacation? To defect? No! To assist two of our Navy officers in helping save the lives of American POWs. To help a KGB officer and his wife escape to the West. Would you still consider that AWOL?”
Not giving Hannigan a chance to reply, he continued, “And even if he had come to you before, to ask your permission, would you have agreed to let him go? Come on, Ed! For Christ’s sake! The man was killed while performing an act of heroism!” Hannigan didn’t respond. Carr decided to let it rest for the moment. His intercom buzzed. “Yes, Rachel.”
“Mr. President, Admiral Torrinson is on line one.”
“Admiral, please tell me you have some good news.”
“Mr. President, the SEALs found Captain Stevens. He’s alive, sir.”
Carr’s face broke into a huge smile. He gave a thumb’s up to the two men. “Can you give me a brief rundown, admiral?”
“Yes, sir. He was found at a cabin somewhere in a place called Grunewald Forest in East Germany. The Russians were using it as a small communication station.
“A brief message from the SEALs stated he had a gunshot wound and had been badly beaten, Mr. President. We won’t know the extent of his injuries until the doctors at Landstuhl examine him. The Moshenkos, Lieutenant Adler, and I are on our way there now, sir.” Without hospital facilities available at Ramstein Air Base, patients are sent to the Army’s Landstuhl Regional Medical Hospital, three miles south of Ramstein.
“I’m assuming all the SEALs returned unharmed?”
“Yes, sir. They did.”
“All right, admiral. Keep me informed.” Carr decided not to inquire about any Russian or East German military casualties. It would be in Torrinson’s final report anyway.
No sooner had Carr ended his call, when a light on his red phone started blinking. He waited until his secretary notified him.
“Mr. President, Premier Gorshevsky and his interpreter are on line one.”
Carr gave Hannigan and Kruger a glance. Before picking up the receiver, he hit the speaker button. “Premier Gorshevsky?”
“Yes, Mr. President.”
“What can I do for you?” Carr asked, as he winked at the two men.
“Mr. President, I would like to discuss with you the possibility of a prisoner exchange.”
“Interesting,” Carr responded. “You did say ‘exchange’ didn’t you?”
“I did. You have been holding Comrade Boris Chernov, or, I should say, your CIA has been holding him for quite some time.” Carr eyed Hannigan, who shrugged his shoulders. Gorshevsky continued, “I have also been informed that our Colonel Moshenko is now in your hands.” Whether or not the report was correct about Moshenko firing at Russian troops, Gorshevsky wanted him back in Russia.
Carr responded, “Now, if I’m not mistaken, you no longer have our five Americans, who were, at one time, POWs in the hands of the North Vietnamese. Would you care to tell me how those men ended up in your country, Mr. Gorshevsky? I’m curious, and I’m certain the American people and our Allies would like some kind of explanation.”
Gorshevsky let the question go. The President was smart enough to have figured out the POWs were to have been his bargaining tool. Instead, he replied, “I realize we no longer have your Americans, Mr. President.”
“So, if not those men, who could you possibly have that you want to exchange?”
“I have been informed that our soldiers have taken a Captain Stevens into custody. This captain has killed several of our men, Mr. President. He… ”
“Just a minute. You say he ‘killed’ your men? Under what circumstances did that happen? Was it during the altercation when your soldiers were trying to prevent the five Americans from escaping to freedom? If that’s the case, I’d say Captain Stevens was protecting his fellow Americans, Mr. Premier. Surely, you agree.”
Again, Gorshevsky had to sidestep the issue. “According to the dossier we have on him, I believe he works for your Admiral Torrinson. I wonder what information we can obtain from him regarding your Naval Investigative Service. But, putting that aside, I am willing to exchange him for Comrade Chernov.”
Carr thought Gorshevsky sounded as if he were trying to exchange a damn pair of Russian shoes. “And how can I be sure you are holding Captain Stevens? What proof do you have?”
“I can give you proof, if that is what you want, or, we can just set a place and time to make the exchange and resolve the matter completely. Perhaps we can meet in Potsdam, where other friendly exchanges have taken place between our two countries.”
Carr leaned back in his chair, swiveling back and forth, as he sipped at a glass of water. “This is all very sudden, Mr. Premier. But I hope you won’t be too disappointed when I tell you this exchange is never going to happen.”
Gorshevsky let the words sink in, totally astonished. “Never going to happen? You do not wish to get your American back? Do you have any idea what we can do…?”
“There is no need to threaten me or Captain Stevens, Mr. Premier,” Carr interrupted, looking forward to ending this game. He swung his chair back to center, then leaned on his desk. “Let me ask you something, Mr. Premier, and this has to do with your conscience.”
“My conscience?”
“Yes. You said you have a dossier on Captain Stevens. Surely in that file there is information on what the captain did for you and the Politburo, the risk he took. Am I correct?” Carr only heard a grunt from the other end. “Mr. Gorshevsky?”
“Yes. You are correct. But that still did not give him the right to… ”
“All right. That’s enough. Now, let me tell you why I will not make an exchange, Mr. Gorshevsky. Let me rephrase that. I cannot make an exchange. I don’t know who gave you the information about your country having Captain Stevens in custody, but it is completely inaccurate. You see, Mr. Premier, as of approximately two hours ago, you no longer have custody of Captain Stevens. We do.” Trump card. Game over.
Gorshevsky was breathing so heavy now, he was wheezing, completely dumbfounded by the news. Someone was making a fool out of him. Pictures of people who had been involved in this whole incident and investigation since the aircraft was destroyed, flashed in his mind.
Thinking he was losing the upper hand, Gorshevsky tried to regain his composure somewhat. He turned his attention to the Colonel Moshenko matter. Nothing has been proven that Moshenko turned against his troops and the Motherland. He wanted to believe the Americans took him as a hostage. He finally asked Carr, “And what of our Colonel Moshenko? I know he was taken with the Americans. I am requesting you return him to my country.”
“Are you telling me you have someone else in custody that can be exchanged for this colonel?”
“No. Not at this time.”
“Then I’m afraid this Colonel Moshenko must remain in our custody, Mr. Gorshevsky. And if I’m not mistaken, isn’t he an officer in your KGB?”
“You know he is,” the agitated premier answered, reaching for another glass of Stoli. “But I have one other concern,” Gorshevsky said, swallowing a mouthful of vodka. “We have been unable to locate the colonel’s wife. There is no trace of her. Do you know anything about this, Mr. President?”
“These past couple of days have certainly not treated you well, Mr. Gorshevsky. But I’m sorry to hear about Mrs. Moshenko. I hope she’s safe and no harm has come to her. I tell you what, if you’d like, we’d be more than willing to assist in… ”
“Thank you, but that will not be necessary, Mr. President.”
“Then I guess there’s nothing further to discuss. I believe our business is concluded. Good day, Mr. Gorshevsky.”
Ulitsa Kratsina Boulevard
Moscow
A black four-door Mercedes, with darkened windows, slowly pulled alongside a curb on Ulitsa Kratsina, followed closely by an older black four-door Volga.
Both vehicles rolled to a stop. Engines were shut off. Two men got out of the Volga, then walked to the Mercedes, standing on the curb, with Uzis slung over their shoulders.
Inside the Mercedes, Mikhail Antolov sat in the backseat, holding a folder on his lap. He took a final drag from his cigarette, then crushed it in an ashtray in the console. Several papers slid out of the folder when he tossed it on the seat. He knocked on the window. His driver opened the door, and Antolov got out. He adjusted his Makarov in his side holster, then buttoned his jacket, as he looked at the five-story apartment building in front of him.
Antolov focused his eyes on a third floor apartment. Lights were shining from a single and a large five-paned window. Waiting no longer, he started toward the building, with his two men staying close behind.
As they approached the building, Antolov stepped aside and waited as his men opened the single prefabricated wooden door. Once inside, he motioned both men ahead of him. The lead man stood near the bottom step of the stairwell. Resting a hand on the rusted metal railing, he tilted his head back, looking up three flights of concrete steps, swiveling his head to see all angles.
A sound of voices, then a door slamming, made them back up. A middle-aged man and woman came around the first floor landing. Antolov’s guards stepped out of the shadows, stopping the couple before they reached the bottom step, holding them at bay. The woman gasped, seeing the weapons. Antolov remained in the shadows, shaking his head, saying, “N’yet.” Tugging on the man’s jacket sleeve, a guard swung his Uzi to the right. The couple knew it was time for them to leave, and they ran from the building.
With it quiet again, the men continued up three flights of stairs, stopping briefly at the end of the third floor hallway. Lights were dim. The sound of a radio came from behind the first apartment door. Antolov motioned the men further down the hall, looking for number 5.
The guards took their places, one on each side of a scuffed wooden door. Antolov walked nearer, turning his head, hearing someone inside. A window slammed shut.
He tapped on the door, then spoke. “Comrade Tarasov. This is Director Antolov. Please open the door.” Silence from inside. “Comrade!” he shouted.
Suddenly, a door behind them opened, and the three men swung around. A young man started to step out of his apartment, and with eyes wide, seeing Uzis, immediately jumped back and slammed the door.
Antolov called again. “Comrade Tarasov! I am asking you for the last time. Open the door!”
Hurried footsteps were heard inside, then the slamming of a door, or drawer. Antolov didn’t have a good feeling. He stepped back and motioned for his men to break in the door.
The instantaneous sound of the door shattering, and a sound of a pistol discharging, reverberated throughout the building.
Antolov pushed past his men, stepping over and around fragmented pieces of door. His eyes fell on the body of Comrade Vladimir Tarasov, laying beneath a window located at the front of the apartment. Blood and brain matter slid down the glass above the body.
He walked across the room, with his arms behind his back. Standing over the body, he looked down at a contorted face frozen in time, from a bullet fired through the mouth, blowing out the back of the head.
Antolov could only shake his head. Now, there would be no definitive answers. Nothing to explain why Tarasov had decided Colonel Moshenko must die. And why aboard an aircraft carrying the American POWs? Twofold perhaps, Antolov reasoned. Caused by a deranged mind.
One fact he did have: A guard who was meant to be on the flight that day reported he had developed a stomach virus, constantly puking. In his confession he stated he collaborated with Tarasov and was the one who planted the devices. That is the only fact Antolov had. That is all he can tell the premier.
Unfortunately, the only other person who could possibly fill in the blanks is Colonel Grigori Moshenko.

Chapter 13

Landstuhl Regional Medical Hospital
Three Miles South of Ramstein
Distinct smells and flurries of activities at Landstuhl Regional Medical Hospital are no different from any other hospital. Every minuscule particle of air carried with it a smell of antiseptic. A voice over the PA system was paging doctors. Nurses hurried down hallways, carrying trays with pills and hypodermics. Doctors in green hospital gowns walked side by side, discussing patients. Volunteers pushed carts with magazines and newspapers.
Somehow, Rear Admiral John Torrinson had found a way to ignore all this. His special flight, authorized by President Carr, brought him to Tempelhof. He’d been pacing this same hallway ever since he arrived, waiting with Adler and the Moshenkos.
With his arms folded across his chest, and his head hanging down, he felt old beyond his forty-eight years. These were the times he dreaded. It was a deep pain of knowing someone who’d given his all for so long, fought for everything he believed in, willing to sacrifice himself to save others, was now possibly fighting for his own life.
“Sir?” Torrinson slowly turned around. “Here ya go, admiral,” Joe Adler said, handing Torrinson a paper cup of black coffee.
“Thanks, Joe.” Torrinson looked into Adler’s bloodshot eyes with prominent dark circles underneath. He, too, was feeling the stress.
“It’s straight up, sir. Didn’t know if you took it with or without anything.”
“Definitely need it straight up today, Joe,” Torrinson answered, forcing a slight smile. He took a sip, then raising his eyes, he looked Adler dead-on, speaking softly. “One of these days the three of us are going to have a discussion about that chopper. You know… the one you and Grant ‘borrowed’?”
“Yes, sir. Be happy to.”
Torrinson sipped at his coffee, taking a brief glance down the passageway. Positioned along white stark walls, there are a row of gray molded plastic seats. Sitting in those seats are five Navy SEALs.
Sitting next to them is a man and a woman, each with a CIA authorized “Visitor” badge hanging from a chain around their necks. Grigori Moshenko squeezed Alexandra’s hand, whispered in her ear, then stood and walked toward Adler and Torrinson.
“Do you think we will have to wait much longer?” he asked, impatiently, but obviously with concern.
Torrinson gave a slight shake of his head. “No way to tell, colonel.” All three looked at the double doors, under the sign “SURGERY.” Waiting for them to swing open was nerve-racking, but praying that when they did, someone would be bringing good news.
Adler stepped away from Torrinson and Moshenko, with his eyes glued to the doors. He still couldn’t wrap his brain around the fact that Grant was somewhere behind those doors, in surgery, possibly…
Suddenly, one door swung open. A surgeon, wearing green surgical scrubs, took long strides toward the waiting visitors, as he removed his surgical mask. He was about fifty years old, with thinning brown hair, about 5’10”, and appeared to be in good physical shape.
Adler took backward steps, until he was between Moshenko and Torrinson, with his eyes never leaving the doctor coming toward them.
As soon as the SEALs saw the doctor, they got up, and letting Alexandra go ahead of them, they hurried down the hall to join the others.
Alexandra laid a hand on her husbands back, and he moved over, allowing her to squeeze in. She grabbed his hand.
Captain Paul Engleston introduced himself then began. “Well, folks, as you probably already know, Captain Stevens took one helluva beating, and I’m betting more than one.
“We did a full CAT scan and took X-rays. I had some concern about vertebrae C3 and C4 with the swelling, but it was only bruising. The scan also showed a contusion on his liver. He’s got a simple fracture of two ribs, and a broken index finger. We set his shoulder then had to do extensive repairs to the rotator cuff. Looks like he had some surgery on it not too long ago, right?”
Torrinson responded, “He did.”
Engleston commented, “Whoever did this to him probably noticed that scar.” He continued, “There’re a couple of injuries on the back of his head and forehead, that needed sewing up, so between those and the bullet, the result was a concussion. But, the good news is there isn’t any sign of a skull fracture.
“We stitched an area here,” he indicated by touching a section above his temple, “where the bullet grazed him. And he had several additional places on his body, front and back, that needed stitching up.” Engleston looked down, shaking his head. “Considering the beating he took, he’s one lucky man.”
He raised his head then looked around at the faces staring back at him, waiting for him to put a period on the diagnosis. “Look, it’s going to take some time, but I expect him to make a complete recover. With those rib injuries and contusion on his liver, though, he’ll be here at least another five to six weeks convalescing. We’ll start him on therapy for his shoulder while he’s here. The whole recovery process might be slow.”
His gray eyes scanned the group in front of him, as he asked, “Who’s the corpsman that worked on him?” Chief Kenton pointed a finger at Stalley. Doc Engleston put his hands on his hips, as he said, “Well, petty officer, you sure as hell made my job easier by caring for him the way you did! Good work, son.”
“Couldn’t have done it without the Team, sir,” Stalley answered as he looked at his fellow SEALs. Engleston totally understood the comment.
Moshenko spoke softly to Alexandra, trying his best to keep up with the translation. When he finished, she laid her head against his arm, with tears streaming down her cheeks.
“When can we see him, doc?” Adler asked, anxiously.
“They’re getting him ready to go to the recovery room. I’d say maybe in a couple of hours after they move him to a bed in the ward. But don’t expect too much from him. The anesthesia will last for awhile, plus he’s on pain medication.”
Adler tried to cheer himself up by thinking, That outta be fun to watch!
It took a little while, but everyone insisted on shaking the doctor’s hand. He gave a short wave, then walked back to the double doors, disappearing behind them.
Torrinson took the SEALs aside. “Gentlemen, this was another remarkable mission. I’m sure you know how much we sincerely appreciate what you did.
“Look, I’ll put in a call to your CO and see if I can extend your stay for a couple extra days. You can get some rest, then come back in a day or so. I’m sure Captain Stevens will want to thank you himself.”
Lieutenant Monroe replied, “Appreciate that, admiral. Guess it’s time for us to get some sack time, sir, so we’ll leave.”
Adler started to go talk to the Moshenkos when a sound of a woman’s heels, clicking on the linoleum floor, made him turn.
A Navy lieutenant, wearing her service dress whites, and carrying her cap, was hurrying down the hallway. She was about 5’7” with brown hair that was twisted into a knot at the nape of her neck. She stopped in front of him. “Excuse me, lieutenant. Are you here for Captain Stevens?” she asked nervously.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Oh, good,” she replied, trying to catch her breath.
Adler noticed her name tag. “Oh! Lieutenant Palmer! I’m Joe Adler.”
“Joe Adler. Grant’s spoken of you. Nice to meet you.”
“You, too, ma’am.”
“Please. I don’t have much time. Do you have any news? Can I see him?”
“The last I heard, they were taking him to the recovery room. Doc ran through a list of his injuries but assured us he’d make a full recovery. He’ll probably be here at least another five weeks. And answering your second question, nobody can see him yet, and probably not for another couple of hours.”
“Oh, I see,” she replied with disappointment. She walked in a small circle with her head down.
“Anything I can help with, ma’am?” Adler questioned.
She stood quietly for a moment, then turned to look at him. “I drove here from Rhein-Main. I just found out he was here. I was hoping to see him.”
“Maybe you can come back tomorrow. He’ll probably be in better shape then, anyway.”
She shook her head. “No. I can’t. I have to get back to the base,” she answered, as she looked at her Timex. “I’m leaving for D.C. tonight. I’ve got new orders to Pearl (Pearl Harbor, Hawaii). I didn’t expect I’d have much time to see him, but I was hoping.” She hooked the strap of her purse on her shoulder, then said, “Well, look, Lieutenant Joe Adler… tell him I was here. Would you do that, please?”
“I will, ma’am.”
She held her hand out and he shook it. “Good luck with the new orders, ma’am.”
“Thanks.” With that, she turned and walked away.
Adler watched her briefly, thinking, Thought the skipper ended that one. Maybe he did, but doesn’t sound like she did.
He waved Grigori toward him. “Colonel, sir. Are you feeling better?”
“Yes, Joe. Alexandra and I are relieved.” He leaned toward her and whispered in her ear.
She paused, then gave Adler a hug, and said very slowly, trying to pronounce each word carefully, “Tank you, Joe.”
Moshenko smiled at her and then gave Adler a wink before asking, “Do you believe we will see Grant soon?”
Adler glanced at his watch. “Maybe in another couple of hours. I don’t know if they’ll let all of us in, sir. We’ll have to wait and see. And if not today, tomorrow for sure.”
“Do you mind if we wait with you, Joe?”
“Of course not. Look, if you’re hungry I can take you down to the geedunk.”
“Gee-dunk?” Moshenko asked, with his brow wrinkling.
“Oh, I mean the cafeteria, the galley, sir.”
Moshenko translated for Alexandra, then answered, “We would like that.”
As they started for the elevator, Adler stopped near Torrinson. “Sir, we’re going to grab a bite. Would you like to join us, or can I bring you something?”
“Appreciate the offer, Joe, but think I’ll wait here.”
An hour later, a Navy nurse came down the hall and walked up to Torrinson. “Admiral, are you waiting to see Captain Stevens?”
“Yes. Yes, I am.”
“If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to him, sir. They brought him to his room a little while ago,” she said over her shoulder. “I don’t know if you’ll be having any long conversation,” she smiled. “He’s still coming out of the anesthesia.”
“I understand.”
“Oh, you can still talk to him. In fact, we’d like you to do that. It will help him fight off the effects from the anesthesia.” She motioned with her arm. “Right in here, admiral.”
He followed her into a large room with six beds, three of which had curtains drawn around them. The far wall had a bank of windows, with white aluminum blinds. White vinyl tiles covered the floor.
She walked to the second bed. “Here we are.” A green curtain hung by a metal rod from the ceiling, forming a U around the bed. She drew one side of it back. “I’ll check back in a little while.” She left.
Torrinson stood near the foot of the bed, staring at Grant. He never would have imagined seeing him this way. Wires led from his body and arms to monitors that constantly beeped, flashing his heart rate, pulse, temperature, and O2 SAT (oxygen saturation). Oxygen was flowing through tubes into his nostrils. His right arm was bent at the elbow. A wrap held it in place against his body. There was swelling and black and blue marks on his face; small cuts on his nose, and near his mouth and eyes; a bandage was taped above his temple. “Jesus Christ!” Torrinson whispered to himself, as his fingers curled around the cool metal of the bed.
He walked around the side, and laid his cap on the side table. Picking up a chair, he set it close to the bed, then sat down. Leaning close to the side rails, he spoke softly. “Captain. Captain Stevens. Can you hear me? It’s Admiral Torrinson, Grant.” There was a slight movement of Grant’s head. “Grant,” he said louder.
Grant’s eyes remained closed, as he answered in barely a hoarse whisper, with words very slurred. “Yes… sir.”
“Glad to have you back, Grant.” No response. “Joe and Colonel Moshenko are here. They’re outside waiting to see you.”
“Yes… sir.” He tried turning his head in the direction of the voice, but nothing was working as it should. And he couldn’t seem to open his eyes.
Torrinson stood. He leaned over the side rail and gently laid a hand on top of Grant’s head. “Okay, sailor. I’ll let you rest. I’ll be back later.”
“Yes… sir.”
As Torrinson picked up his cap, a duty nurse, wearing a white uniform and nurse’s cap, came in with a tray holding needles and small tubes. “Time for blood work,” she said, placing the tray on the side table.
“How long will it take for the anesthesia to wear off, lieutenant?”
“Everybody’s different, sir, but I would think in a few hours he’ll be much more coherent. Every time one of us comes in to poke and prod him, he’ll come around more,” she smiled, “and we’re here more than you can imagine, admiral.”
“Thank you.” Torrinson left the room, then turned down the passageway, seeing Adler sitting near the elevator. “Where are the Moshenkos, Joe?” he asked, looking around.
Adler stood. “They’re still in the geedunk enjoying delicious hospital food, sir.” Before Torrinson could comment, Adler asked, “You been to see the captain?”
“Right now, Joe, I can tell you he’s a man of few words,” Torrinson answered, giving Adler’s arm a slap.
“So, he’s still out of it, sir?”
“Oh, yeah. But you can go in and talk to him. Nurse said he’d come around a little at a time. Maybe he’ll recognize your voice.”
“That may not be a good thing, sir,” Adler answered, forcing a smile.
“Go ahead,” Torrinson said, as he was pointing. “He’s down on the right, first door, second bed, left.” As Adler walked away, Torrinson called to him. “Joe. He really took some hits.” Adler nodded, sucked in a chestful of air, then walked down the passageway, slapping his cap against his leg. Torrinson decided to join the Moshenkos.
Adler sat next to the bed, resting his arms on his thighs, as he leaned forward. He stared through the side rail at his friend, laying so still, so quiet, so beat up. He and Grant had often spoken about the likelihood of shit like this, or worse, happening.
He thought how lucky he was in Sicily after being held hostage, and being rescued by his friend. But being prepared, and then having to face the fact were two entirely different matters. He was sure of one thing. He’d never forget leaving Grant behind, seeing him laying on the ground, surrounded by Russians and East Germans.
Maybe Grant was right. Had they been pushing their luck far too long? Maybe it was time for them to have that talk. Was it time for them to “hang it up?”
Fifteen minutes later he heard Grant trying to clear his throat. He stood up, leaning over the side rail. “Skipper, it’s me. It’s Joe.”
Grant’s eyes were mere slits as he tried to shake off the anesthesia. “Joe?” He kept staring straight ahead. “Where are you?” His words were still slurring.
Adler laughed. “Right here next to you. Come on. Follow my voice.”
Grant turned his head extremely slowly. His eyes were having a hard time trying to keep up with the motion of his head.
Adler finally came into view, albeit, somewhat out of focus. Grant squinted but it didn’t make Adler’s face any clearer. “Hey, Joe. What are you doing here?” His eyes closed again.
Maybe the anesthesia was wearing off, but the pain meds were kickin’ in. “I’m visiting you. You’re in the hospital at Landstuhl, near Ramstein.”
Adler’s words rolled around in his brain. He scrunched up his face. His face felt numb. And his tongue didn’t seem to be working right. Every word dragged as it came out of his mouth. “Hospital? Ramstein? What the hell…?” He rolled his head back to center. He was out again.
Adler leaned over the side rail and said quietly, “Damn, skipper. Aspirins practically knock your ‘dick’ in the dirt. Maybe the doc needs to cut back some!” He braced, hearing somebody walking behind him.
“So, lieutenant, you think I need to readjust the meds?”
Shit! Adler looked slowly to his right as he stood up straight, seeing Doc Engleston standing there with somewhat of a grin. “Sorry, doc, but any kind of pain meds hit him like a brick. Besides, he has a huge aversion to any pills, probably ‘cause he heals pretty damn quick without them. He usually does his karate thing, you know, concentration.”
“So, he’s into karate? Is that why he’s got those scars on his hands?”
“Yes, sir, at least some of them. I think he’s a fifth degree black belt.”
“Hmm,” Engleston softly said, putting a finger to his lips as a thought came to mind.
“Something wrong, sir?”
“Oh, no. I wondered why he didn’t have any internal bleeding or serious internal injuries to his organs from the pounding he took.”
“You think it’s because of the karate?”
“Well, it’s possible the captain kept his presence of mind and was able to contract those stomach muscles just enough to protect himself a good part of the time. I’m sure his captors probably made sure he was conscious when they beat him. How long was he in their hands?”
Adler jammed his hands into his pockets, feeling a pang of guilt as he answered, “At least ten, twelve hours, doc.”
Engleston shook his head slowly, folding his arms across his chest tightly. “No way to tell how long he could have kept it up during that amount of time.” He patted Adler’s arm as he said, “Well, in any case, don’t think the concentration will help him now. He needs the meds, believe me. It’s all part of the healing process. Don’t worry. I’ll have the nurses keep an eye on him. Okay?”
“Uh, yes, sir.”
Engleston stood at the foot of the bed, perusing the chart, making notations. He hung it on an S hook then clicked his pen and dropped it in his top pocket. As he started walking out, he held his arm out to the side, wagging a finger toward Grant. “Keep talking to him, lieutenant!”
Adler sat down again. Twenty minutes later another nurse came to check the monitors, then she checked the chart. “Has he been awake?” she asked.
“Yeah, about twenty minutes ago, but it was only for a minute.”
She made a notation on the chart. “That’s okay. It happens that way.”
Adler sat quietly by the bed, with his legs stretched out, his ankles crossed, trying not to picture leaving Grant behind.
“Joe?” Moshenko called just above a whisper.
He jumped up and waved Grigori and Alexandra into the room, motioning for them to go to the other side of the bed.
Moshenko grabbed hold of the railing, his heart feeling an ache. Rubbing a hand lightly over Grant’s head, and being mindful of the bandages, he said, “Oh, my young friend. What they did to you. But you are safe now. You will be all right.”
Grant struggled to open his eyes, blinking a couple of times. This time he turned right to where the voice came from, to Moshenko. He squinted. “Grigori? That you?” His voice was still gravely. His mouth felt like it was full of cotton.
“Yes, my friend. And look who else is here.”
Grant refocused, moving his eyes slightly, finally spotting Alexandra. She reached through the side rail and took his hand gently in hers. “Alexandra? What are you guys doing here?”
Moshenko looked across at Adler with a raised eyebrow. “Pain meds,” Adler explained.
Moshenko nodded with understanding. “Do you remember anything, Grant?”
“Remember? Remember what?” Grant asked, beginning to feel confused… and really sleepy. He wanted to rub his face, but he couldn’t lift either arm.
“Maybe you need to get more rest,” Moshenko said, patting Grant’s shoulder. “We will talk more later.”
Grant heard something beeping. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the fuzzy image of monitors, then the wires leading down to his body. He looked above his shoulder, seeing IV bags. He pressed his head back into the pillow, trying to force his eyes to open wider. “What… happened?” He looked back at Adler. “Shit, Joe! What the hell happened?” The heart and pulse monitor started beeping faster.
“You had a slight… accident. Look, skipper, just calm down, close your eyes and get some sleep. Everything will be clearer later.”
There was brief silence. As Grant settled down, the meds started kicking in again. “Yeah. Okay. I am kinda tired anyway.” It didn’t take long. He was out.
A nurse came into the room, hurrying to the bed. Adler stopped her. “He’s okay. Just got a little confused.”
“I need to check the monitor and then change his bandages anyway. You folks will have to leave for a little while.”
And so it went for the next several hours. Each time Grant woke, he remained awake a little longer, things got more clearer, and at the same time, things got more difficult to comprehend.
Torrinson, Adler, and the Moshenkos took turns staying with him, talking, or just sitting, getting some comfort themselves just being with him.
Landstuhl Hospital
Two Days Later
Adler just walked into the ward, and hearing Grant moaning, he rushed over to the bed. “Skipper! Wake up!”
Grant was agitated and sweating profusely. “Huh? Joe?”
“Yeah. You having a dream?”
“More like a nightmare.”
Adler poured some fresh water into a clear plastic cup, and dropped in a straw. “Here. Drink some. Maybe I can get you a Coke later.” Grant swallowed a few sips. “Wanna tell me about it?” Adler asked, as he reached over and put the cup on the bedside table. He took a washcloth out of the drawer and dabbed the cloth on Grant’s forehead, wiping away sweat.
“You want the short or long version?” Grant asked.
“Whatever you feel like telling me.”
Grant closed his eyes, seeing everything again. “It starts out quiet. Wherever I am, I’m pretty sure I’m alone. I can’t hear anybody or anything. I start to think that the place is pitch black, no kind of light, until I realize I’m blindfolded. But I can’t figure out why I’m blindfolded. Even though I can’t see, I feel dizzy, disoriented.
“I’m sitting on some kind of wooden chair. I think it might be handmade ‘cause it’s rough, uncomfortable. I try to move, but can’t. Then I realize my arms are behind my back. My wrists are tied. I struggle but can’t get loose. The rope’s too tight, and I feel it cutting into my wrists. I try to move my legs, but my ankles are tied to the chair, too.
“There’s an odd yet familiar taste in my mouth, and it takes a minute before I recognize it as blood. Can’t figure out why there’s blood.
“I hear a door open, then voices. Sounds like at least two men are walking behind me. They’re speaking Russian.” He opened his eyes and looked at Adler, commenting, “You’d think I’d know what they were saying, but I don’t.”
Adler said, “It’s a dream, boss.”
Grant gave a quick nod, then continued. “I get a whiff of sulphur, then start to smell smoke, like cigarette smoke. I hear footsteps scuffing by me. Then, somebody is standing in front of me. I know he’s leaning close to my face ‘cause I can hear him breathing, smell some kind of liquor on his breath, before he blows smoke in my face. Everything goes quiet, before I feel intense, sudden pain.
“It’s the third time it’s happened, Joe, exactly the same way every time.” He tried to clear his brain, trying to put it back on track, trying to make sense out of everything.
Adler debated about giving Grant the full story behind the dream, but finally reasoned it was better than making him drive himself crazy. “Skipper?” Grant looked at him with confusion in his eyes. “Let me tell you why you’re having this dream, what happened, why you’re here in the hospital. Is there anything you remember?” Grant shook his head.
Twenty-five minutes later, Adler went silent. Grant laid his head back. Adler quietly said, “I’m sorry, skipper. I just… ”
“No, Joe. You cleared it all up. I thought I was losing my mind, you know, not being able to remember, not understanding what it meant. You know that’s just not like me.”
“Yeah. I know, but that’s part from the hits you took,” Adler said, as he pointed to Grant’s head, “and now the meds. You know what aspirins do to you.”
Grant looked back at his good friend. “And the men from the Team… did they leave yet?”
“No. The admiral had them stay a couple of extra days. They should be here today.”
“Good. I need to see them.” He took a deep breath, feeling pain on both sides of his ribcage. “What about the men we rescued. Where are they?”
“Understand they’re at a separate section of the hospital. Heard the big brass from D.C. are coming in. The admiral was trying to get information, but everyone’s keeping pretty tight-lipped. All he could find out was they’ll be here for at least another three weeks, if not longer. They’ve got examinations and debriefings, I expect.”
“They’ve been through hell, Joe. Are they okay?”
“As far as I know, they came through the whole incident in pretty good shape, except for some bumps and bruises when our chopper went down.”
Grant went quiet, as he tried to remember their faces. He still couldn’t bring them into focus yet. Giving his head a shake, he looked back at Adler. “Okay, now give me the straight skinny. What’s wrong with me? I mean, physically. We know what’s wrong mentally!” It was the first time he smiled since coming out of the anesthesia. He ran his tongue over his teeth. “Do I still have all my teeth?” he laughed.
“Yeah, miracle upon miracle. You still got all your pearly whites! And as far as your other injuries, there’re nothing that time won’t heal. You know that shoulder of yours was dislocated. Doc said they had to do extensive repair work on the rotator cuff, so that’s gonna need some therapy.”
“Feel like I’m in a straightjacket with this damn thing,” Grant said, looking down at his right arm, wrapped tight against his body.
Adler nodded, then continued, “The pain in your side is because you’ve got fractured ribs. Anything else that hurts… well, now you know why. Look, maybe you should talk with Doc Engleston. He’ll… ”
“Hey! You’re being straight with me, right?”
“Would I shit you?” Adler laughed.
“Then that’s… ” Grant went silent, continuing to stare at Adler, but almost as if he wasn’t seeing him.
“What’s wrong, skipper?”
“Something you just said.”
“What? You mean ‘would I shit you’?”
“Yeah. Somebody said that to me not too long ago.” He closed his eyes trying to draw out a face. “Who the hell was it?”
It seemed to be something so insignificant, but Adler knew once Grant kicked his brain into gear, he wouldn’t stop until he had the answer. The only other person Adler could think of was… Oh, Christ. Tony. How the hell could he tell Grant about Mullins?
“Hey, skipper, don’t worry about it. Maybe when the pain meds are out of your system, it’ll come to you.”
Suddenly, Grant laughed, then looked at Adler. “Mullins! Tony said it when I called the Embassy. Hey! Where is he? Did he come here while I was zonked out?”
“Uh. No. He hasn’t been here.”
“He hasn’t?” Grant asked with both surprise and disappointment. “He’s not pissed at me for chewing his ass out, is he?”
Adler shook his head. “No. He’s… he’s probably back in D.C. now.” Unable to face Grant, he got up and stepped around to the foot of the bed. He hooked his thumbs in his back pockets, keeping his head lowered.
Grant’s eyes narrowed. “Something’s wrong, Joe. Are you gonna tell me?”
Adler turned. Gotta let him know, he decided. Except the time wasn’t right to let Grant know Mullins was trying to save him when he was killed. Maybe he’d never tell him.
When he looked up, Grant still had his eyes fixed on him. “Do you remember anything about the firefight when our chopper went down?”
“Just parts. I’m starting to remember the crash and then everybody getting out. There was the sound of another chopper and gunfire. But not much more; only brief flashes come back every now and then. Why?” All Adler could do was stare back, hoping he didn’t have to say the words.
The realization suddenly hit Grant. He pressed his head back against the pillow. “Oh, Christ! No! He can’t be. Tell me he’s not dead!” Adler still didn’t say anything, but the expression on his face told Grant everything. “Tony’s dead?” Adler merely nodded. “How? What… what happened?”
Adler looked down as he walked to the chair, but he didn’t sit. He described to Grant how Mullins died, what he was trying to do, and finally he said, “They sent his body back to D.C. the other day.”
“Goddamn it, Joe! Goddamn it! If I hadn’t asked him to… ”
“Hold it!” Adler said loudly, slapping his hand on the bed rail. This was another one of their moments, when military protocol was about to be thrown out the window, when a brotherly friendship would take over.
A nurse tending a patient on the opposite side of the room walked quickly toward Adler. “Shhh! Please! Keep your voices down!” She drew the curtain around the bed and left.
“Yeah. Yeah,” Adler commented, waving her off. He turned back to Grant, leaning over the rails, trying to keep his voice down to a loud whisper. “Look, you just wait a freakin’ minute! You just remembered that you asked him if he could help us while we were in Moscow, right?”
“Yeah, so?” Grant asked, still angry at himself.
“Well, do you remember that he took it on himself to show up at the safe house? In fact, you tried to talk him out of it when we were in Washington, the night at the memorial. Remember?” Grant gave an almost imperceptible nod. “He put his ass out there. Shit! He wanted to put his ass out there! Nothing you said changed his mind. So don’t you go busting your ass and take any blame. Hear me?” Grant remained motionless, taking in Adler’s words, but unable to believe the fact, unable to shake the guilt.
Adler put his arms on the bed rail, then rested his chin on his fists. “Look, skipper. You’ve been through shit these past few days. You haven’t been able to think straight, and I know you’ve still got questions and probably blank pages in that brain of yours. It’ll all come back.”
“I know, but it’s just so damn frustrating. Listen, Joe, can you give me a few minutes?”
Adler nodded, “Sure. Sure I will. I’ll go get us a couple of Cokes. You want a Snickers?” Grant didn’t answer. Adler understood.
Grant needed some private time, to think about Mullins, think about everything he’d ever asked of him. Joe said he was aboard the rescue chopper, picking up the POWs. It was something Tony wanted to do, for his cousin. How ironic if one of those men was his cousin, but it wasn’t likely.
Thinking of the arguments they had, and the firefight aboard the Bronson,and that scraggly ass hair and beard, Grant managed a brief smile. “Damn, Tony,” he said under his breath.
He was trying to adjust to a more comfortable position in bed, when Adler walked in, seeing him shifting his body. “I think doc said they’d try to get you up this afternoon.”
“That’s what I hear,” Grant answered. “You know it’s driving me nuts being in this place.”
“Yeah, I know.” He handed Grant a Coke. “I got you a Snickers just in case.” He put it on the side table, then asked, “Hey, are you okay, I mean, about Tony?”
“Yeah. You’re right. No matter how much I chewed his ass out, he’d made up his mind. Guess we all can be hardheaded at one time or other, but he died because of it.”
“Do you think the CIA will try to tarnish his record?”
“Christ, Joe! I hope not. When I get back, maybe the two of us can stand up for him. See what you can find out, since you’ll be home before me.” Adler gave a quick nod. “Okay, time to change the subject. Did Grigori and Alexandra fly back with the admiral?”
“Yeah. On the same plane he flew in on, courtesy of the President.”
Grant just shook his head slowly. “Can’t believe it actually happened, Joe. I mean, Grigori ‘coming over.’ Guess he’ll be going through some tough G2 sessions. Jesus! I wish I could be there for him.”
“I got word I’m supposed to be ‘interviewed’ when I get back. Think they’ll send somebody here to talk with you?”
“I hope so. I’ll be waiting.”
“Oh, one other thing,” Adler said, clearing his throat. “Lieutenant Palmer was here briefly the day you were brought in.”
“Terri? She was here?” Grant questioned, raising an eyebrow.
“Yeah, but you were still in recovery. She drove down from Rhein-Main but said she couldn’t stay.”
“How’d she know I was here?”
Adler shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know. Maybe she saw a message come into Communications at Rhein-Main.”
“Is she coming back?”
Adler shook his head. “She got new orders to Pearl. She was flying to D.C. that night.”
Grant tried to sit up straighter, as he answered, “Pearl, huh? Well, it’s best.”
“Thought you ended that.”
“Yeah. I did. It just wouldn’t be fair, you know? I mean, look at the shit that happened to me. Couldn’t ask anybody else to make a decision to live this kind of life.”
Grant remembers the day, as if it were yesterday, when a Navy vehicle pulled up in front of his house. The day he and his mom learned his dad had been killed. Seeing his mom suffering, the look in her eyes, and the anguish on her face affected him deeply. There were days when he thought she wanted to die. And that frightened him almost as much as the day his dad left for Korea.
“Yeah. Look at me,” Adler said, frowning. “Divorced twice. It doesn’t always work, skipper, but… sometimes that one special person comes along.” He hesitated briefly before saying, “It worked for you and Jenny, didn’t it?”
“Yeah, it did,” Grant nodded, thinking about his wife. During one of his trips to Nam, she contracted a viral infection and died before he could get home.
Enough had been said. Adler picked up his cap from the side table. “Do you remember this is my last day here?”
“I know,” Grant replied. “Won’t have anybody to play with anymore.”
“Well, you just be nice to all the nurses, and I bet you won’t even miss me.” He glanced at his watch. “Guess I’d better get going. My flight’s at 1430. Oh, by the way. I picked up your dress blues and rucksack that we left at Tempelhof. There’re lockers downstairs. The lock key’s in the drawer here.” He walked around to the other side of the bed, reaching for Grant’s left hand, being mindful of the wires and IV. “I’ll see you in a few weeks.”
“That’s affirmative! Hey! You still got an extra set of keys for my apartment and the Vette, right?”
“Yeah, back in my apartment.”
“Well, start up the Vette a few times, okay?”
“My pleasure,”Adler said, with a quick, two finger salute.
As he started walking past the bed, Grant said, “Thanks, Joe.”
“For what?”
“Just… thanks.”

Chapter 14

Air Terminal Dining Facility
Ramstein Air Base
Five Weeks Later
Noon
Grant slid the food tray along the metal rack of the serving line, paid the bill then glanced around the room, looking for an empty table. He picked one out, farthest away from the serving line, noise, and closest to a wall. He chastised himself. Get over that damn back to the wall paranoia thing, Stevens.
Placing his tray on one of the small round cafe tables, he pulled out a red plastic chair, sat down, then put his cap upside down on an extra chair.
As he opened the first carton of milk, he glanced around the room, seeing a man and a boy sitting a few tables away.
The boy, who appeared to be about fifteen, was watching him. Grant smiled and gave a quick nod. The boy turned away.
After taking a healthy swig of cold milk from the carton, Grant picked up the cheeseburger with everything on it, relieved his appetite finally returned and his taste buds were back to normal.
For almost five weeks he’d been a “resident” in the convalescent ward. Classified as TAD (temporary additional duty), he went through therapy for his shoulder, and waited for the ribs and liver to heal. Today was the day he was finally going home.
Everything about the mission had finally reassembled in his brain. The POWs were no longer POWs, but were free men. He, Joe, Grigori, and Tony were able to make it happen. He would probably never find out if they were the same men from the failed mission in ’75. It no longer mattered. His second chance made it right.
Every mission he’d ever been on is filed away in his brain, there to be pulled out on a moment’s notice. Except this mission, this rescue, has affected him like no other. The faces of those men will remain with him for as long as he lives.
And then there was Grigori. He still couldn’t quite believe Grigori and Alexandra were in the States. How many times they talked about it, joked about it. They’d been there as long as he’d been in the hospital. Five weeks to get acclimated to a brand new way of life, with new identities, with just about new everything. He was eager get home.
He took another bite from the burger when he heard a voice. “Excuse me.”
He looked up. It was the boy he noticed earlier. Trying to swallow his mouthful of burger, he helped it along with a gulp of milk. Wiping his mouth with a paper napkin, he finally asked, “What can I do for you?”
“That’s my dad over there.” Grant looked at the father and acknowledged him. “He said I could come over and talk to you. I’d like to sit with you for a little while, if that’s okay.”
“Sure!” Grant pulled a chair out and moved his cap to another. He extended a hand to the boy. “By the way, I’m Grant.”
“I’m Chris.” A nervous smile crossed his young face, revealing a row of white crooked teeth. He brushed a hand across his forehead, pushing aside blond curly hair.
“So, Chris, you and your dad headed back to the States?”
Chris nodded. “We’re flying back to D.C.”
“No kidding? That’s where I’m going. Is that where you live?”
“No. We’re from Indiana. My mom and little sisters are at home waiting for us.”
Grant noticed the boy seemed a bit nervous. He pushed his plate away, then leaned back. “Is there something you want to ask me, Chris?”
“You’re a Navy SEAL, aren’t you?”
There was a slight curve to the right side of Grant’s mouth. “Yeah. I am. Guess you noticed the ‘Budweiser’ here,” he said as he pointed to the gold insignia on his jacket.
“‘Budweiser’?” Chris frowned.
“Yeah. ‘Budweiser’ is the nickname for the SEAL insignia, the Trident. It looks like the Budweiser beer emblem, doesn’t it?”
“I guess so,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “My dad likes Pabst Blue Ribbon.”
Grant laughed. “Nothing wrong with that!”
He took some extra time and explained the Trident and how the name “SEAL” was derived. “Tell you what. Once we’re underway, you come and find me. If you want, I’ll answer any questions you have about the Teams and Navy, okay?”
“I’d like that,” Chris answered with a grin. Then he glanced over at his dad.
“Something else on your mind?” Grant asked with a raised eyebrow.
Chris turned serious, lowering his head briefly as he started to say, “I’ve sorta been… well, I’ve sorta been a screw up the past couple of years.” He quickly added, “I don’t mean I’ve been in jail or anything like that! Just… stuff.” Innocent blue eyes looked up at Grant.
“Most of us probably have done some weird, questionable stuff during our lives, Chris, especially when we were young. Sounds like you’ve already taken a big step by recognizing that. It’s all part of growing up, you know?”
Chris nodded, seeming a little embarrassed at revealing his personal problem to a stranger… and a Navy SEAL. “My dad was in the Army, but I never really paid much attention to military stuff, and I really didn’t know anything about you guys until… until recently.”
“You’ve probably got more important things to do, anyway. How old are you? About fifteen?” Chris nodded. “Well, high school can be a great time in your life. Are you into sports?”
“Play baseball, second base.”
“Busy position, second base! I got stuck in center field!” Grant laughed, then said, “Hey! You thinking about joining up after college?”
“College? Would I hafta go to college?”
Grant laughed again. “Of course not. But I’d bet you’d make good officer material, and college will help get you there.” Chris just looked at him. “Uh-oh. Am I sounding like mom and dad?”
“No. No. It’s just… college, you know? More school.”
“Look. You’ve got time to think about it. You’ll make the right decision when the time comes. I’m sure your folks will help you.”
“I guess so.” He looked over at his dad. “Well, I think I’d better get back to my dad.” He pushed his chair back then stood, as did Grant. “Do you think I could write to you once in awhile?”
“Sure,” Grant said, reaching for a napkin. He took a ballpoint pen from a pocket inside his dress blues jacket. “Here’s my address.” He handed him the napkin. “Why don’t you give me yours?” Chris scribbled his name and address, then slid the napkin to Grant, as he watched him. Grant spun the napkin around. He tried to interpret the writing. “Is that Southern, or…?”
“It’s Southere.”
“Okay, Chris Southere. I’ll watch for your mail. Maybe I’ll see you on the plane.” He extended his hand, and Chris reached for it. Suddenly, a strange feeling went through Grant, and he rolled the name around in his mind. Southere. “Chris Southere,” he quietly repeated under his breath, as he looked again at the napkin. Then, he snapped his head up, looking directly at Chris, holding onto the boy’s hand, not letting it go.
Just from the way Grant repeated his name, by the look on his face, Chris knew. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? You’re one of them who saved my uncle.” Grant was stunned. What were the odds of this chance encounter? Chris waved his dad over to the table, as he smiled and nodded.
The man was about six feet tall, close to Grant’s height, with dark blond hair, cut short in military style. He took long strides over to where his son was waiting.
Chris made the introductions. “Dad, this is Grant.” He looked at the napkin for a last name. “Grant Stevens. Grant, this is my dad, Alex.”
Alex Southere noticed the stripes on Grant’s jacket sleeve. “It’s ‘Captain’ Stevens, Chris. See those four gold stripes on his sleeve?”
Grant offered his hand. “Nice to… ” Alex took hold of his outstretched arm and pulled Grant against him. Grant let out a lowgrunt from a sudden pain in his shoulder and ribs.
“God bless you, Captain Stevens! God bless you!” The man held Grant like a vice. He finally stepped back, holding onto Grant’s shoulders, again with a firm grip. Grant lowered his right shoulder slightly, reaching for it with his left hand.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Alex said, as he wiped at his eyes. “Don’t know my own strength sometimes.”
“Don’t worry about it, sir.”
Alex stared at Grant for what seemed like a long minute. It was then he noticed recent scars on Grant’s face, before he commented, “You’re the one.”
Grant asked with a quizzical expression, “The one, sir?”
“Yes. You’re the one who was in the hospital when my brother and the other men started undergoing their examinations. There were rumors a Navy SEAL was brought in because of injuries he received when… ” He decided he’d said more than enough. After all, they were just rumors. “We tried to see you but they wouldn’t allow us in. Naturally, we couldn’t find out your name.”
“I guess those are hospital regs, sir.”
Alex immediately realized the moment was becoming uncomfortable for Grant, knowing SEALs like to stay “under the radar,” avoiding recognition. But this chance meeting for all parties was beyond anyone’s imagination.
“My brother, Chris, hasn’t talked too much yet about his time in captivity, but he didn’t have enough words to describe what you did for him and the other men. You’ll be forever in our debt and prayers, captain.”
“I wasn’t the only one on that mission, sir.”
“Oh, I know, captain. Perhaps one day we can meet the others.”
A picture of Mullins flashed in Grant’s mind, as he answered, “Yes, sir. Maybe we can make it happen. By the way, sir, how is Chris, your brother?”
“He’s doing remarkably well, captain. We all realize it’s going to take some time for him to adjust being home, but we’ll be there for him.”
“Is he married, sir?”
“He was,” Alex answered simply.
“Understand, sir.”
Chris tugged on his father’s arm. “Grant, I mean, Captain Stevens said I could write to him, dad.”
Alex put an arm around his son. “Appreciate that, captain.”
“It’ll be my pleasure, sir.” Looking at Chris, he said, “One day you might see Chris wearing one of these uniforms.”
“I’d be proud,” Alex said, looking down at his son. “Well, I guess we’ve taken enough of your time. Oh, look at that,” he said pointing at the burgers. “We interrupted your lunch. Those burgers are probably ice cold. Let me buy you fresh ones.”
“Oh, no, sir. That’s okay. Believe me, I’ve eaten a lot worse,” Grant replied with a slight grin.
“I’m sure you have!” One more time, he offered his hand, this time being more careful. “Take care, captain, and again, God bless you.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Chris, a fifteen year old boy from Indiana, probably never realized what an emotional impact this trip and this meeting would have on him. He looked at his father, then went to Grant, giving him a quick, heartfelt hug.
As he and his father were nearing their table, Grant walked up behind them. “Chris, wait a minute. Here. I want you to have this.” He held his hand out. In his palm was his gold Trident.
One shocked fifteen year old, with eyes the size of dinner plates, was almost at a loss for words, as he shook his head. “Oh, no! I can’t!”
“I insist, Chris. I just ask that you keep it in a secure place for now. Then when the time comes, and you make it through BUD/S, I’d be honored if you wore it. Okay?”
Chris took it in his hand. His fingers curled around the pin, holding it tightly. He nodded his head, as he stared up at Grant. “Would you mind if I had Uncle Chris keep this for me?”
“Not at all. In fact, I think that’s a very mature decision. Listen, Chris, I hope you understand I’m not trying to put any pressure on you. If you decide not to try for BUD/S, or even if you don’t want to enter any branch of service, whatever you decide to do, I’m sure you’ll make the right choice. But I still want you or your uncle to hang onto the Trident.” Grant had to take a deep breath before he said, “You know, Chris, Mr. Southere, this whole experience has been special for me, too. I’d really like to keep in touch with all of you. Okay?”
Chris nodded. His father again offered a hand to Grant. “Thank you, captain.” Then, he put an arm around his son’s shoulders. They went to their table.
Grant sat down. Sitting there quietly, he reached into his back pocket and removed his wallet. He drew the photo out from under the flap, unfolded it, and looked at his dad. Then raising his eyes, he focused on a father and son.
Arlington National Cemetery
Virginia
Two Days Later
0800 Hours
A haze drifted across the eastern horizon, as a thin veil shrouded an early morning sun. The day’s forecast was for a high of ninety-six degrees, humidity eighty-five percent. Both not unusual for late July.
Traffic on all roadways was typical for the time of day, heavy and congested, with sounds of blaring horns, trucks braking, cars backfiring.
In Arlington National Cemetery there was peace and calm, as if noise from the outside world had been silenced.
Two Navy officers, wearing their summer service whites, walked side by side along a path, looking for a specific row, a specific headstone.
Finally locating the row, they walked across freshly mowed grass, being respectful of the hallowed ground, being cautious where they stepped.
Joe Adler stopped in front of a headstone. He looked at Grant and tilted his head slightly to the right. He spoke quietly. “Here he is.”
Grant walked nearer, standing next to Adler, looking down at a white marble marker. Engraved in black concrete dye was an inscription:
Tony Mullins
Purple Heart
Ensign
U.S. Navy
Vietnam
1941–1978
CIA
1972–1978

They both stood quietly in front of the headstone, each in their own thoughts. A few minutes passed when Grant reached into his shirt pocket. Getting down on one knee by the stone, he laid his own Bronze Star medal with “V” from Vietnam, at the base.
In the center of the star is a superimposed bronze star, the center line of all rays of both stars coinciding. The reverse side has the inscription “Heroic or Meritorious Achievement” then Grant’s name. It’s suspended from a ribbon with white, scarlet, white stripes; a center stripe of ultramarine blue; then white, scarlet, white stripes.
Grant bowed his head, as he pressed his palm against the stone. “Rest in peace, Tony.” He got up. Both he and Adler braced at attention, then snapped a salute.
They started to leave, but Grant paused and touched the top of the headstone. “Thanks, Mullins-san. Won’t ever forget you, buddy.”
As they slowly walked along the path, Adler looked at Grant and asked, “You okay?”
“Been better. You?”
“Same.”
Grant pointed to a wooden bench positioned under a dogwood tree. “Let’s sit over there for a minute.”
More visitors started arriving. Most came just to pay their respects to all buried here, some specifically looking for markers, carrying flowers and small American flags.
Grant raised his aviator sunglasses, and brushed his fingers across his eyes. Then he leaned forward, unconsciously rubbing his palms together. He glanced around the cemetery grounds, at row upon row of white marble headstones. No matter what angle the markers are viewed from, they’re all in perfect alignment.
Without turning to look at Adler, he asked quietly, “How many more times will we have to do this, Joe?” Adler knew Grant wasn’t expecting an answer.
Lowering his head, Grant closed his eyes, shaking his head slowly. With the beginning sound of a lone bugle playing taps, he and Adler stood. They turned toward the American flag, flying at half staff, then saluted their respect to an unknown soul.
When it was quiet again, Adler asked, “You think it’s time to head over to NIS?”
“Guess we’d better get going,” Grant answered as they turned toward the parking area.
“Hey, skipper, I know we’ve been hashing it out. Is today the day we talk to the admiral? He’s gotta be wondering.”
“Just as soon as we get back.”
As they were nearing the Vette, Grant dug his keys out of his pocket. Adler started walking around him when Grant put a hand in front of him. “Hold up a minute, Joe.” Adler turned. Grant stood directly in front of his friend, staring into the familiar blue eyes. “This is the only time I’m going to bring this up.” He took a breath before continuing. “I know it’s been tearing you up inside, but that day, the day the chopper went down, you were following my orders. You got those men and Grigori to safety. It was you who completed the mission, Joe.” He lightly poked a finger against Adler’s chest. “That’s what I won’t forget. That’s what I want you to remember. Do you understand what I mean, Joe?”
Adler gave the slightest nod. “Yes, sir.”
Giving Adler’s shoulder a light tap, he turned to open the car door. “Okay. Just wanted to set the record straight.” He removed his cap, then slid behind the steering wheel. “Let’s move.”
NIS
Office of Rear Admiral Torrinson
“Morning, captain, lieutenant,” Zach said, standing behind his desk as the two came into the office. He put a pencil behind his ear, then picked up an armful of file folders.
“Morning, Zach,” the two responded. They tucked their caps under their left arms. Grant removed his sunglasses and slipped them into his shirt pocket.
“The admiral said for you to go in as soon as you got here, sirs.”
As Grant turned toward the door, Adler said, “Think I’ll have a cup of coffee, skipper, until you’re ready for me to come in.”
Grant knocked on the door. “Come,” Torrinson said.
Grant closed the door behind him. “Morning, admiral,” he said as he walked to the desk, bracing at attention.
“Morning, Grant. Have a seat. I’ll be right with you as soon as I sign these last two papers.” Grant complied, then put his cap on the corner of the desk. Torrinson dropped the papers in the basket, finally looking up at Grant, as he leaned back against his chair. “So, Grant, how you feeling today?”
“I’m doing better, sir, but I’ve still got those exercises for my shoulder.”
“I know you swim almost everyday, right?”
“Usually I do, sir, but doc advised I give the ribs a couple more weeks, just in case. Sure don’t like being this way, sir, you know, not a hundred percent.”
“I’m sure you don’t, Grant.” Torrinson leaned against his desk, tapping his pen on the green blotter. “You said you were going to Arlington this morning.”
“Yes, sir. Joe and I just came from there.”
Seeing a look in Grant’s eyes, Torrinson said, “It’s never easy, Grant.”
“No, sir. It never is.”
“Oh, by the way. I went over to CIA yesterday afternoon. Had some final business with Director Hannigan. While I waited in the lobby, I noticed another star was added to the Memorial Wall. Agent Mullins’ name is now in the Book of Honor.”
“Glad to hear that, sir. He deserves to be there, you know? It’s one of the few times the Agency’s done something right, sir,” Grant commented with all seriousness.
Knowing Grant’s feelings toward the Agency, Torrinson couldn’t help but smile, while he nodded his head in agreement. “I have a feeling President Carr had something to say about it.”
“Tony was a damn good agent, admiral,” Grant replied emphatically. “CIA shouldn’t have needed a ‘push’ from the President.”
“I fully agree, but it’s over, Grant. They made it right.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Oh, by the way, I’ve got something for you,” Torrinson said, as he opened his middle desk drawer, pulling it against his stomach. “Promised I’d have these for you when you got back.” He lifted out two packages of Snickers candy and pushed them across the desk in front of Grant. “Up to you if you want to share with Joe.”
“Appreciate it, sir. Thank Mrs. Torrinson for me.” He smiled, then said, “Why don’t you have Joe come in?”
Once Adler was seated, Torrinson asked, “So, have you been to see Colonel and Mrs. Moshenko?”
“We have, sir,” Grant answered. “Stopped in last night. It was sort of surreal, you know, seeing them here. I’m just relieved Joe got them out safely, sir.” Adler gave Grant a sideways glance. Grant continued, “Only one problem I can see, admiral.”
Torrinson sat up straighter and asked with concern, “Oh, no. What problem is that?”
“Well, sir, just can’t get used to calling them Uri and Natasha Leonov! It just doesn’t roll off the tongue quite like ‘Moshenko,’ sir.”
Torrinson let out a relieved sigh, then laughed, “Okay, okay. Those are the names CIA decided on, so that’s the way it is.”
“Yes, sir,” Grant answered with a sly grin.
“By the way,” Torrinson said, leaning back, “I got a call from Rachel, the President’s secretary. The two of you have a personal meeting with the President this afternoon at 1400 hours. Believe he has something for both of you.”
“Sir?”
“Think it’s something for your uniforms.”
“All right, sir,” Grant answered. He and Adler gave each other a quick look.
“Now, gentlemen, I know you both want to discuss something with me.” Torrinson picked up a pen and started tapping it on his desk. “You’ve had time to mull things over, and I know you’ve talked to one another.
“I realize this has to be one of the toughest decisions of your lives. So tell me. Do either of you, or do both of you want to ‘hang it up’ and resign your commissions?”
Grant and Adler both looked at each other then back at Torrinson. Grant responded, “Not us, sir. Somebody must’ve fed you wrong intel!”
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BTF — Thanks!

Navy SEALs and all SpecOps — Thank you for your service and dedication in keeping America safe, and protecting anyone, anywhere, anytime when called upon. You make us proud!
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