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Аннотация
1945 — With the Soviets preparing to invade Japan's northern islands, a top-secret military installation rushes to erase any sign that it ever existed.

In the present day, a routine close protection assignment in Washington, D.C. for former special operations soldier Ryan Mitchell and his team takes an unexpected turn. Drawn into a lethal struggle, Mitchel races to stop shadowy forces and their murderous agenda. With the lives of millions threatened, the key to stopping the coming storm may lie in the past.

From war-torn Japan, to the jungles of Columbia, to Washington D.C., to the deserts of Mongolia, to Texas the fight for survival is on.
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Matua Island, Japan
August 30, 1945
Like a flaming thunderbolt crashing into the earth, the doomed transport plane struck the ground and exploded into a blinding, orange and red fireball. Overhead, a couple of dark shapes raced through the clouds before turning back out to sea to look for another hapless victim to bring down. Anti-aircraft guns ringing the airfield roared to life, filling the air with lead, but it was all in vain; their tormentors had already vanished into the clouds.
A black plume of smoke curled up into the leaden sky, marking the death of yet another Japanese plane sent to evacuate those still trapped on Matua Island. With fear in their eyes, the soldiers looked over at the flaming wreckage, knowing that the noose was steadily tightening around them. They were next and they knew it.
A loud, protesting squeal escaped from the jeep’s brakes as the battered vehicle came to a sudden halt outside of a long, wooden building. Painted green to match its surroundings, the building was guarded by several tired-looking soldiers who unenthusiastically stood outside, with their long rifles slung over their shoulders. The men were actually mere boys conscripted into the Imperial Japanese Army for the defense of the homeland from invasion by the encroaching allies. With their ill-fitting uniforms hanging off their emaciated bodies, the soldiers looked miserable and dejected. Shuffling their feet on the wet ground, the boys breathed into their hands trying to warm them up. Wearily climbing out of the passenger-side seat, a slender man with short black hair, dressed in dirty, rumpled clothes, said a few quiet words to the driver of the jeep before politely bowing and walking away. Clutched tightly under his arm, as if it were the most important thing he had ever held, was a worn, brown leather briefcase.
The unexpected sound of a machine gun firing nearby froze Kotaro Tanaka in his tracks. Fear coursed through his body. His heart raced wildly in his chest. His first thought was for the briefcase in his hands. Were they too late…? Had the Soviets arrived?
In the cold, gray light of dawn, Tanaka peered into the early morning fog, which hung over the camp like a ghostly white blanket, trying to pinpoint where the firing had come from. Through the swirling mist, barely fifty meters away, he saw a group of technicians and scientists forced off the back of a military truck by a squad of soldiers who shouted and cajoled the terrified people into a line with the long, sharp bayonets affixed onto the ends of their rifles. Tanaka shook his head when he recognized several of his colleagues being forcibly dragged away from the truck. The slaughter had been going on for hours. The new arrivals were quickly forced in front of a recently excavated ditch. Several men pleaded with the soldier to spare the women amongst them. Their pleas fell on deaf ears. The soldiers had their orders, and that was all there was to it. Tanaka watched numbly as a machine gun opened up, sending the bodies of the unfortunate Japanese civilians tumbling back into the ditch to join the dozens of others already lying there. The people had done nothing wrong, but the orders from Army Headquarters had been explicit. Only a handful of select personnel were to be spared. Anyone else who knew, or could have known, about the camp and its activities was to be exterminated. Tanaka numbly watched as a couple of young soldiers stepped forward and then hurriedly poured gasoline over the bodies. With a loud whoosh, the trench was set alight. Before long, a black cloud hung over the camp.
Tanaka looked away; he had seen enough death in the past few months to last him a lifetime. Late last night, word had spread through the camp like wildfire that the Soviets were landing in force in the Kuril Islands. The camp’s commander had told them they had at best a day before the Russians arrived to take their island. Tanaka may have worked side by side with many of the people being slaughtered; however, he honestly couldn’t name more than a few of them. A quiet man, Tanaka had never bothered to get to know his fellow scientists. They had a job to do and if dying for the Emperor was a person’s fate, then so be it. Although barely twenty-five years old, Tanaka felt and looked as if he were a man in his late forties. His short black hair had begun to thin on his head. With nerves stressed to the breaking point, he rarely ate or slept anymore. Tanaka’s once-round body had grown thin, almost anorexic. Dark, bloodshot eyes stared out through his only remaining pair of thick, silver-rimmed glasses.
He knew that there was still one last thing to do before he left. Tanaka hurried back inside the building that had been his laboratory for the past three years. His footsteps echoed down the long, empty corridor. Tanaka walked straight to his office. He looked over his shoulder to ensure that he wasn’t being watched, and then grabbed the stack of files that he had laid out earlier on his desk and jammed them all into his briefcase. Before he left, Tanaka bent down and reverently picked up a picture of his parents. Tanaka looked at the picture with sad eyes. His father wore the uniform of an army colonel while his mother was dressed in a long, traditional robe. They stood unsmiling, like granite statues outside of their home in Nagasaki. Mournfully he shook his head, knowing that he would never set his eyes upon them ever again, as he placed the picture inside his briefcase. Tanaka let out a deep, sorrowful sigh. He couldn’t believe that it had all come to this. When the war had begun with the Americans, he, along with millions of other young men, had enthusiastically supported his government’s decision. After the destruction of the American fleet at Pearl Harbor and the fall of Singapore, most had expected a quick victory over the corrupt American and British militaries, which naturally would be followed by a negotiated peace that would forever cement Japan’s rightful hold on the Far East. Now, however, everything was in ruins and his sacred homeland had been assaulted by new and deadly bombs that had leveled entire cities. The army tightly controlled word of what had happened, but he and several other key scientists had been informed so they could make preparations to leave immediately. What had it all been for? wondered Tanaka. His parents were dead, incinerated in the atomic blast that had razed Nagasaki. His only sibling, a naval officer, died when his aircraft carrier sank at Midway. Stepping out of his office, Tanaka looked down the darkened hallway and saw that he was the only person left inside the building. A feeling of loneliness and isolation filled his heart.
Until barely one week ago, the camp had been home to over two hundred scientists and research personnel. Now, however, most of the camp was gone, burnt to the ground, or demolished with explosives. Hardly anything remained standing to indicate that a clandestine military test establishment had once stood here. The top secret camp had been in operation for over eight years. Once guarded by a Japanese army regiment, the base now seemed eerily empty. Some of the key scientists had already been withdrawn back to Japan to prevent their capture, while the remainder lay dead in the smoldering ditch. Most of the soldiers fit enough to fight had been sent to help stem the Soviet armored forces steamrolling their way through Manchuria, leaving only the sick and very young to guard what was left of the camp. Tanaka had no doubt that they, too, would soon be dead, either by their own hand or at the hands of the Soviets.
Unit 881 was officially listed on the books as part of the Imperial Japanese Army Railway and Shipping Section; however, its true identity was far more sinister. As one of several army units clandestinely conducting weapons’ testing, Unit 881 was responsible for taking new and emerging technologies for use against the allied forces rapidly closing in on the home islands. Although not involved in the Japanese Army’s attempt to build an atomic bomb, Unit 881 had spent many long years looking at new ways to strike back and cripple America, but most ideas had proven to be too costly, inefficient, and time consuming, and time was no longer on Japan’s side.
“Are you ready to leave, Professor?” asked a voice from behind Tanaka, startling him. Turning his head, he saw it was Lieutenant Eiji, a tall, slender, eighteen-year-old soldier with a crippled right hand and atrocious eyesight, who bitterly regretted being denied the honor to die with the rest of his comrades. It was his men outside who had coldly butchered the scientists.
“Yes, I am quite ready to leave this awful place, Lieutenant. When is the plane due?” asked Tanaka, not bothering to hide the disdain in his voice for the young officer. His research could have saved the Japanese Empire from ruin, but fanatics like Eiji had thrown it all away by biting off more than they could chew.
“Sir, your plane has just contacted the tower. It will be landing in the next ten minutes. I suggest that you take everything that you can carry and meet me outside,” said Eiji, who bowed politely and then turned about to leave. Eiji paused for a moment and then looked back over at Tanaka. “Your Russians, sir?” asked Eiji hesitantly.
“Taken care of,” replied Tanaka, saying no more.
Eiji bowed once more and then left Tanaka alone in the deserted building.
Holding his leather briefcase tight to his chest, Tanaka took one last look around. All the other offices were empty, not even a single scrap of paper remained. The laboratory where he had lived and worked for the past three years was empty. It was as if Unit 881 had never existed. A moment later, a couple of soldiers dragging jerry cans filled with gasoline walked past him without saying a word and then began to douse the floor. The last remaining building in the camp was about to be burnt to the ground. Tanaka could see the resigned look in the soldiers’ eyes; they knew that they were beaten and that the war was over. All of the men on the island saw the looming defeat as a horrible dishonor, one that would stain the nation for decades to come. He turned his back on the building, stepped out into the cool morning air and was taken back to see that the remainder of the camp was aflame.
The steady drone of an approaching airplane’s engine caught Tanaka’s ear. Turning his head, he looked up at the gray, cloud-filled sky. At first, he didn’t see it, but slowly, a small transport plane came into sight. Rapidly descending through the clouds, it banked over and then dove down toward the ground, lining itself with the camp’s long airstrip.
Tanaka saw a battered-looking jeep heading his way. The driver, a teenage private, parked the vehicle, got out, sharply saluted Tanaka, and then respectfully stepped aside to let him to get in. He was surprised to see that there was only one other passenger. There had been five scientists chosen by Tokyo to fly out with him, but their absence could only mean one thing: they had chosen to commit suicide rather than risk the shame of returning to a Japan soon to be under allied occupation. Sitting alone in the back of the vehicle was Professor Ryo Kase, a diminutive, gray-haired man who sat there, nervously looking about while clutching several file folders tightly in his old, gnarled-looking hands. His eyes were bloodshot and had the look of a man on the edge of a nervous breakdown.
With a loud roar from its powerful engines, the brown-and-green camouflage painted Kawasaki Ki-56 transport plane landed. Bouncing up and down on the runway like a child skipping through a field, the Ki-56’s wheels soon gripped the ground. Slowing down, the plane came to a gradual rolling halt with its twin engines still running hot.
From behind Tanaka, an army truck rolled past him, loaded with boxes and crates for the waiting plane. Their years of work would not be left for the Soviets. They would hide it throughout Japan until it was deemed safe enough for them to resume their research. A one-eyed sergeant jumped down from the front of the truck and swore loudly at his work detachment as they hurried over and quickly began to load the crates into the back of the aircraft. As soon as the plane was loaded, Tanaka looked over at the jeep’s driver. “Time to leave.”
Nodding, the inexperienced soldier noisily changed gears on the jeep and then jammed his foot down hard on the gas pedal. The vehicle lurched forward, slowly picking up speed as it made its way down the dirt road to the waiting plane.
Coming to a sliding halt that stalled the jeep, the young driver jumped out and helped Professor Kase climb out of the back of the vehicle. The side door on the plane sat open. A tough-looking army major, missing an arm, jumped down and ran over to help the two professors into the idling aircraft. Ignoring the sweating soldiers hurrying to load the plane, the major helped Kase, and then Tanaka, to climb up into the back of the plane. Both men made their way forward past the rows of wooden boxes and cluttered debris lining the floor of the plane. They rushed to sit down in the only available seats, followed by the major who pushed the last couple of soldiers out of the back of the plane before slamming the door closed. The officer made sure that Kase and Tanaka were buckled into their seats, before yelling up at the pilot sitting in the cockpit that they were ready to leave. With a determined look in his eye, the young pilot revved the plane’s dual fourteen-cylinder engines and then began to move down the airstrip, picking up speed by the second.
Tanaka sat back in his seat. He turned to look out of the window and watched in disbelief as the young army private who had driven them to the plane calmly drew his pistol, then blew out his brains with his sidearm. Had the world gone mad? Tanaka closed his eyes; he hated flying, but he was more afraid of being captured by the Soviets. Tanaka wasn’t a religious man; however, today he prayed, hoping that someone would hear his prayers and allow the dangerously overloaded plane to take flight.
With a jarring bump that Tanaka felt in his teeth, the plane leaped up into the air.
The pilot, a nineteen-year-old youth with barely twenty hours of flight training felt his plane leave the ground.
With a crooked smile upon his battle-scarred face, the major left Tanaka and Kase in their seats and walked up to the front of the craft to speak with the pilot.
“Tanaka, do you know where we are going?” Kase asked as he looked nervously around the heavily laden plane.
Shaking his head, Tanaka said, “I’m not sure. I heard that we could be headed to Japan to rejoin the remainder of our people, where we will all be given new identities.”
“That suits me just fine,” replied Kase. “I’ve had enough. I want to live out the rest of my life in peace and quiet.”
“I wanted to see my grandparents again, but that won’t be allowed, or so I was told by the army,” said Tanaka, his voice tinge with sadness. With the death of his parents, Tanaka had hoped to live with his grandparents before trying to find himself a new life.
“It is a small price to pay for the Emperor and to keep our work a secret,” replied Kase as he patted the stack of folders sitting on his lap.
Tanaka took a deep breath and sat back in his seat. Kase could think like that; the fool was an old man, while he was young. He wanted to live a normal life with a wife and children. The Emperor was just a man. It may have been heretical to think that way, but Tanka did not adhere to the divine worship of a man who had stood by idly while Japan allowed its military to slowly lose the war. Japan and her future was all Tanaka cared about now. Opening his briefcase, Tanaka looked down at the jumble of papers and files jammed inside. He pulled out a file marked top secret and opened it. Right away, confusion flooded his mind. The pages inside were all blank. He dropped the file to the floor, dug out another file and opened it. As before, the pages were all blank. Panic began to grip Tanaka. He hurriedly pulled file after file from his briefcase. All filled with blank paper.
“No!” screamed Tanaka. He had been double-crossed. Years of painstaking research had vanished. Someone had stolen his work.

Lieutenant Natalya Tarasova looked out the bubble canopy of her Yak-1b fighter aircraft. All she could see for miles were clouds and more clouds. Cursing her luck, she turned her head and saw her wingman, who, like her, was a female fighter pilot assigned to the Red Air Force’s 590th Fighter Aviation Regiment. Both women had scored kills over Hungary earlier in the year, making them unique among the mostly young and untried men of the regiment as they had at least seen combat. Nicknamed the Angel of Death by her co-pilots, Tarasova may have been barely nineteen years old, with straw-blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes, but she was the best pilot in the regiment and no one from the colonel on down doubted her hatred of the enemy. Originally flying cover for the soldiers landing on islands to the north of Matua, the pilots were now free to scour the skies for any Japanese planes that may have been foolishly sent to try to stem the Soviet advance.
Tarasova peered down at her fuel gauge and saw that they would soon have to turn back and head for home. Swearing to herself in frustration, Tarasova couldn’t believe that her aviation regiment hadn’t seen a single Japanese plane since the invasion of the Kuril Islands had begun. She had two kills to her name and was eager to bring down three more planes before the war ended, so she could become part of a small but elite fraternity of female aces. Seeing that her day would probably end in frustration, Tarasova was about to tell her wingman that they needed to head home, when, through the clouds, she spotted something. Her heart began to beat faster. She turned her head so she could see better. A smile soon formed on her face. Flying just below them was a Japanese transport plane, trying to use the clouds for cover.
“Oksana, look down,” said Tarasova into her radio handset.
With a wave of her hand, Oksana indicated that she also saw their prey.
As they had practiced many times before, Tarasova took the lead as her plane, like an eagle, dove out of the sky, while Oksana formed up slightly back, always ready to help should she need to. A second later, Tarasova saw the transport plane fill her gun sight. Depressing the trigger on her small steering wheel, she felt her fighter’s 20mm cannon and 12.7mm machine gun fire in unison. Tracers, like long, red lines cutting through the air, streamed toward her target. The plane shuddered slightly as she fired off a five-second burst into the fuselage of the Japanese plane.

Tanaka was about to stand up and order the pilot to turn the plane around, when the fuselage of the plane violently erupted inward. Bullets and long, razor-sharp splinters of metal tore through the aircraft as if it were paper. Professor Kase died instantly when a 20mm cannon round tore through the plane and struck him in the midsection, cutting him in two. Blood flew everywhere, making Tanaka cringe as far back as he could in his seat. The noise of bullets tearing through the plane was deafening. Tanaka screamed in fear and brought his hands up to block the terrifying noise. As quick as it happened, the attack stopped. As he looked out of his blood-splattered window, his heart sank when he saw two Soviet fighters dive straight past their transport plane, missing them by only a couple of meters as they disappeared into the clouds.
In the cockpit of the doomed plane, the young Japanese pilot broke out in a cold sweat. His mouth went dry with fear. He hadn’t expected to have to fly for his life. Remembering his flight school training, he banked hard right and dove straight down, hoping to lose their attackers. A moment later, he looked out of the side window in his cockpit; a feeling of dread seeped into his tired body. He was far too inexperienced to tangle with the two fighter planes that were undoubtedly lining themselves up for another attack. He barely knew how to fly the plane, let alone any combat maneuvers that might help him shake their attackers.
In the back of the plane, Tanaka grasped for whatever he could to stop himself from flying about inside the rapidly diving plane. He felt his stomach rise up into his chest. Fear filled his mind. His palms became sweaty. He had never been so terrified in his life. Looking over his shoulder, Tanaka saw that the army major had also been hit during the attack. A long, deep gash cut into the dying man’s chest; bright red blood bubbled out of the wound. All of a sudden, the plane shuddered in the air as the left-hand engine began to spew a long trail of dark, oily smoke behind it. Tanaka wasn’t a pilot, but he knew that they no longer had any chance of escape with only one undamaged engine. He closed his eyes and prayed that the end would come quickly. With shaking hands, he reached into his briefcase, pulled out the picture of his parents, and held it tight to his chest. If he was going to die, he didn’t want to die alone.
With a wide grin on her face, Tarasova watched as the doomed Ki-56 transport plane tried to turn back toward Matua Island. She knew it was a futile gesture on the pilot’s behalf; the damage she had inflicted on the plane was too much for it to remain aloft for much longer. Deciding that she had best finish the transport plane off before her fuel gauge slipped any lower, Tarasova deftly brought her fighter in line just behind the transport plane. She looked through her weapons’ sight and fired off another long burst from her machine guns. She watched as the Japanese plane banked over and then plummeted out of the sky straight at the dark green waters of the Pacific Ocean barely a hundred meters below it. A few seconds later, the plane struck the water as hard as if it had hit land, shattering apart. The ocean quickly wrapped itself around the doomed Ki-56 and then like an unseen hand, it pulled the plane beneath the waves. The plane slowly began its long descent into the depths of the ocean. Not even bothering to see if there were any survivors, Tarasova broke radio silence and informed her base that she had scratched a Japanese transport, giving her three kills. Turning back to the north, Tarasova and her wingman flew home without giving any thought as to what had happened today and whom they had killed; it was something that would return decades later, threatening to bring about a new and even deadlier conflict.
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Colombia
Present day
Death stalked the night.
The tropical downpour stopped as suddenly as it had begun, replaced by a warm wind that raced through the lush jungle valley. Under a dark, cloud-filled sky, a brown-haired capybara warily stepped out from under the branches of a low-hanging tree and raised her snout up, sniffing the night air; behind her, three small pups rooted in the wet ground looking for food. Something unseen — but very real — in the dark told the capybara to be wary. She had already lost one pup to an ocelot earlier in the day, and she wasn’t in the mood to run into any more hungry predators. The night came to life with the sound of gunfire. She had heard that sound before and didn’t need to be told that trouble was coming. With a loud grunt, she turned about and led her litter back away from the path just as two people emerged out of the dark, running for their lives down the narrow trail.
Stopping for a few seconds to catch their breath, the two rain-soaked people looked back over their shoulders, peering into the nearly pitch-black night, hoping that they had somehow managed to lose their pursuers in the thick tangle of trees. The sound of a flare rising up into the night told them otherwise. Realizing that they couldn’t stay where they were, together they turned and continued running down the slippery, mud-covered animal trail, knowing that to stop was to die. They ran as fast as their tired legs could carry them. Together they pushed on, tripping and stumbling over gnarled roots protruding up from the soaked ground. Barely able to see, they put their heads down, and together made their way down the winding trail.
A moment later, the distinct pop of a flare bursting open filled the night air. A bright green light bathed the jungle forest as the flare slowly descended from the sky; the tall trees sending long shadows creeping across the mucky trail. Ryan Mitchell froze in his tracks, grabbing the hand of the terrified young woman beside him. Like statues, they stood there, motionless, waiting for the flare to burn itself out. Ryan’s training told him that if they made any sudden movement, their pursuers might see them.
Barely a few hundred meters behind them, a pair of dogs barked and snarled to be let off their leashes; they had their scent.
Mitchell swore. He knew they had to keep moving, or the men following their tracks would surely catch them. Looking down, he saw terror in the eyes of the person he had come to help. He shook his head; it should have been a relatively straightforward rescue operation. Yet it had gone horribly wrong.
Susan Thomas, a lean and tall young woman, moaned as she held her hand to her side. Dark, sticky blood seeped through her slender fingers. Wounded by a shot that had grazed her during their escape, she was losing blood.
Mitchell wasn’t in much better shape. Shot in the right shoulder, he could feel a burning pain radiate out from the wound every time he tried moving his right arm. Luckily, the shot had gone right through. Still, it hurt like hell.
Gritting his teeth in anger and frustration, Mitchell doubted that Susan could move any faster than she already was. They would have to make the best speed they could, hoping that fear and adrenaline combined would keep her going until they made it to safety. He ripped off a piece of his mud-stained shirt, reached down, placed it over Susan’s wound, and then delicately placed her hand over the top to help slow the bleeding.
Five months ago, while working in Colombia with some college friends, Susan had been abducted from an archaeological dig site by thugs from a local drug cartel that had recently branched out into the more lucrative business of kidnapping, and was held for ransom. After several agonizing months of not knowing where she was or what had happened to her, the cartel contacted her parents and demanded ten million dollars for her return. To show that they meant business, she was brutally beaten. The graphic images were e-mailed to her parents, convincing them to pay off her captors. Whatever the cost, they wanted their daughter back alive.
In the darkness behind them, a threatening voice called out.
Another answered.
Mitchell swore; they were closing in on them. He spun about on his heels and aimed his Heckler and Koch 9mm pistol behind them as if expecting their pursuers to emerge from the jungle at any moment. Clenched firmly in his left hand, Mitchell wasn’t even sure how many rounds remained in the magazine. He had no extra ammunition on him; whatever was in the pistol, taken from a dead kidnapper during their escape, was all he had.
The light from the flare burnt out, plunging the forest back into darkness.
Mitchell helped Susan up on her feet. She let out a pained moan. Perhaps her wound was worse than he thought; there just wasn’t time to check… they were being hunted.
Pushing his sweat-soaked hair away from his eyes, Mitchell looked to the east. His plan, he thought, had been simple enough. When the guards were busy with some of the local prostitutes, Mitchell intended to secretly whisk Susan out of the cartel’s camp and then link up with the remainder of his team waiting for him on a prominent gravel road a couple of kilometers away. Yet, somehow, at the last minute his cover had been blown. Before he could get Susan out of the camp, a deadly firefight erupted. During the running gun battle Mitchell managed to kill four of Susan’s captors before they were both hit, slowing them down to a painful hobble.
Not far behind, a flashlight beam lit up the trail… they had to go.
Mitchell tenderly placed his left arm around Susan’s slender waist. “We need to keep moving,” said Mitchell with a wink, trying to encourage her.
With a weak smile, Susan looked up and nodded, taking another breath to steel herself against the shooting pain. She placed an arm around Mitchell’s neck for support. With a nod at Mitchell, they began to move as fast as they could down the narrow game path.
From behind, the sound of dogs snarling and barking, grew closer by the second.
Mitchell could feel the fear in Susan; her heart was racing wildly. The sound of the dogs made her shake in terror. He didn’t doubt they had repeatedly threatened her with the massive beasts. Mitchell had seen them pacing back and forth inside their fetid kennels, a diabolic cross between a wolf and a pit bull.
“Not too much farther,” Mitchell whispered, hoping that he was right.
They had barely gone a dozen meters when a root caught Susan’s foot. Tumbling forward, she fell out of Mitchell’s grasp and landed on her knees. A loud moan escaped her lips. He bent down and saw that Susan was close to blacking out. Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, he scooped her up in his arms. Taking one last look back over his shoulder, Mitchell began running as fast as he could down the slick trail.
Barely a second later, another flare opened up right above them. Shadows thrown up by the trees appeared like long, ghostlike fingers trying to stop them from getting away.
Shots rang out. A couple of bullets whipped through the branches close to Mitchell’s head. He ducked his head and then picked up his pace. He knew had to keep moving. If they stopped, a horrible and painful death undoubtedly awaited them both.
Behind Mitchell, in the menacing dark, the sound of paws running in the mud filled his mind with a primal fear.
They were coming.
The hulking hunting dogs had been let off their leashes. Snarling loudly, they sprinted down the muddy path hunting down their prey.
Mitchell’s injured body was fighting against him. The pain from his wound seemed to grow worse with every step that he took. The muscles in his legs burnt, while his lungs cried out for oxygen. It was only his fear for Susan that kept his tired and battered body moving. Mitchell broke out from the cover of the jungle; thankfully, he felt a gravel road under his aching feet. He looked around and saw that they were alone. Quickly deciding to head north, Mitchell prayed that his people would be waiting for him somewhere down the road. A quick phone call to a number monitored by his team was all he had been able to do before all hell broke loose in the cartel’s camp. He hoped that it was enough of a warning to get his people in place.
Susan cried out and pulled herself tight into Mitchell’s arms.
Mitchell’s heart leapt. Barely ten meters behind them, the massive hunting dogs, like demonic hounds from hell, were closing quickly, their sharp, white teeth gleaming in the light from another flare hanging directly above the dirt road. Mitchell knew that even without Susan in his arms he couldn’t outrun the powerful beasts. He stopped, lowered Susan to the ground, raised his pistol, and then quickly fired two rounds into the closest dog. With a yelp, it fell to the ground, dead.
Taking aim at the next dog, Mitchell pulled the trigger — and nothing happened.
Mitchell cursed. The slide on the pistol was all the way back… it was empty. Screaming obscenities, he hurled the useless pistol as hard as he could at the charging dog. Unfortunately, his aim was off. The pistol flew past the snarling dog’s head and landed somewhere in the dark.
The dog went straight for Mitchell’s outstretched arm. Trained to take down threats, the large dog sunk its teeth into his forearm like a sprung bear trap, trapping its victim.
Pain shot through Mitchell’s left arm. He felt himself dragged to the ground by the hundred-pound beast. He was forced to let go of Susan. Mitchell felt his arm being tugged back and forth, as if he were nothing more than a child’s rag doll.
A deep, gruff voice from somewhere in the dark called to the dog in Spanish.
Susan lay upon the ground beside Mitchell, her hands on her bloody wound. Tears filled her deep-green eyes. She couldn’t go back. She would rather die now on the dirt road than spend another day in captivity, in fear.
The pain was excruciating. Mitchell gritted his teeth as he tried pulling his arm free. It was no use; the animal’s jaw was just too powerful.
Flashlights lit up the road. A man whistled loudly. A moment later, the dog let go of Mitchell and obediently ran back to its master.
Mitchell let out a deep breath. The pain in his left arm from where the dog had bitten him was agonizing.
Men approached, laughing with one another.
Mitchell raised his hand to block the light from the flashlights shining in his eyes. He couldn’t see who was there, but he had no doubt that one of the men was Duran, the leader of the cartel, with some of his men walking toward them. Biting his lip, he shook his head in defeat. It was a feeling that he wasn’t used to.
A dark figure approached. Clutched in his dirt-stained hands was an AK 74.
“Mister Williams, you really screwed up. Or should I call you Captain Ryan Mitchell?” The man taunted him in fluent English.
Mitchell knew the voice well enough; it was indeed Duran. A former Colombian soldier who had sold his services to a local drug cartel before taking over one after its patron died under mysterious circumstances.
Mitchell took a deep breath to calm his beating heart and then sat up on the dirt road. He reached over and pulled Susan into his arms, trying to control his own growing feeling of desperation and her fear.
“So, Duran, what gave me away?” said Mitchell in Spanish, trying for time.
Duran stepped closer, his dark eyes narrowing. “Oh, you were very good. I’ll give you that, Mister Mitchell. Your cover story as a washed-up Yankee soldier was perfect. No one suspected a thing. In fact, I was thinking of promoting you within my organization. The problem was that poor old Zayas, my former deputy, was a truly suspicious man. He had many Colombian police and military informers in his back pocket, so he had you checked out and to his surprise, it would appear that you have been a busy boy all over South America over the past few years, Mister Mitchell.”
“Well, I guess the overly efficient little toad won’t be checking on anyone in the future,” responded Mitchell, thinking of the botched escape from the camp. Zayas had been the one to sound the alarm and the first one to die. Clearing his mind, Mitchell looked up, hoping that Duran would become overconfident and step just a little closer. It was his only chance; if he could somehow grab the thug’s AK, he’d have a chance to kill the other men still lurking in the shadows. It was a long shot, but it was all he had.
“Enough of this crap, Patrón,” said a man, holding the surviving dog in the dark. “Just shoot the Yankee bastard and drag the girl back to the camp. I think it’s time we sent her parents a new video of her partying with some of the boys.”
Mitchell looked down; Susan was trembling uncontrollably. There was no doubt in both their minds what her captors intended to do to her this time.
“All right, time to die, Mister Mitchell,” said Duran as he cocked the AK’s charging lever, loading a round into the weapon’s chamber.
Susan closed her eyes.
A red light, like a firefly, appeared out of the dark. A small dot came to rest on Duran’s forehead. Before anyone could react, the muffled sound of a silenced weapon firing from behind Mitchell changed everything. Duran’s head snapped back; his body crumpled to the ground with a hole blasted straight through his skull.
Before the dog handler could even raise his weapon, the silenced weapon fired twice more. The man and his dog dropped to the ground, dead. Two more shots quietly pierced the night, killing the last thug hurriedly fumbling for his pistol.
Mitchell turned his head and looked into the forest as a darkened shape emerged from the jungle, a M4 carbine in his hands. A smile crept across Mitchell’s dirt-plastered face. It was Nate Jackson, an African-American former U.S. Army Ranger Master Sergeant and Mitchell’s closest friend. With his weapon held tight into his shoulder, Jackson moved as silently as a ghost toward Mitchell and Susan. Jackson quickly checked the bodies lying on the road. When he saw that they were all dead, he turned about and lowered his carbine.
“Jesus, Ryan, you look like crap,” said Jackson, shaking his head disapprovingly.
It had been almost two months since he had last laid eyes on Mitchell. Reaching down, Jackson helped Mitchell to stand up.
Pain shot through his body. “I’ve had better days,” said Mitchell through clenched teeth. Turning his head, Mitchell looked into the dark brown eyes of one of the few men he would unreservedly trust with his life. Both men stood just over six feet tall, but Jackson had a much heavier build and was ten years older than Mitchell’s thirty-two.
Mitchell reached down and gently laid a hand on Susan’s shoulder. “It’s ok, Susan. Nate is a friend of mine. It’s time for us to go.”
Susan stared at the bodies lying motionless on the road. “Are they dead?”
“I hope so,” replied Jackson.
“Good,” Susan said, her voice lacking all emotion.
Jackson bit his lip. There would be hell to pay over this assignment; he just knew it. Without saying a word, he handed his M4 carbine over to Mitchell. He bent down, opened up a pocket on his camouflage jacket and then carefully applied a clean dressing to Susan’s wound before delicately picking her up in his arms.
“Let’s go,” said Jackson. “We don’t have time to waste patching you up, Ryan. We'll have to do that later.” With that, he took off jogging down the trail, trying not to further inflame Susan’s painful injury.
After a couple of minutes, they turned a sharp bend in the dirt road. A few meters away was a black BMW SUV parked on the side of the road with its engine running. The instant Jackson appeared out of the dark, the driver’s-side door opened. A small, slender Asian woman stepped out. Samantha Chen, a former Special Forces medic, saw Jackson cradling Susan in his arms. Cursing aloud in English and Chinese, she immediately dashed over to Susan. Checking the wound in her side, she angrily shook her head. “Get her in the back seat,” ordered Sam.
Jackson did as he was told and carefully placed Susan down on the leather back seat of the BMW. Right away, Sam jumped in, ripping open her first aid bag. With years of combat and trauma experience under her belt, she quickly got to work. She had to clean the deep wound to prevent infection from setting in and then work on stopping the flow of blood.
Jackson dug around in Sam’s first aid bag for a few seconds and then turned to face Mitchell. “What happened?” asked Jackson as he began to treat Mitchell’s injuries.
“I think I was spotted early on,” replied Mitchell as Jackson shot a syringe of morphine into his left arm. He felt the pain in his body subside. “When I went to make my move, they were waiting for me.”
Jackson shook his head and mumbled to himself while he cleaned and dressed his comrade’s wounds. He barely recognized Mitchell with his long, shaggy brown hair and unkempt beard. He looked more like an escaped prisoner than his friend, a former U.S. Army Ranger captain.
Walking back beside the BMW, Jackson tried looking over Sam’s shoulder while she worked. “How’s it going, Sam?” asked Jackson as he checked his watch, knowing that it would be light soon.
“Give me another minute,” Sam answered, skillfully placing a saline IV into Susan’s arm.
“One minute only,” replied Jackson.
“How far to the rendezvous?” Mitchell asked, looking down the long, dark road.
“About fifteen minutes,” replied Jackson as he grabbed his cell phone and made a quick call.
A minute later, with Jackson behind the wheel, the SUV sped off down the narrow dirt trail, trying to put as much distance as they could between themselves and the thugs’ camp. Once they were clear, the local police chief, a strong opponent of the cartels, was going to receive an anonymous call and be given the exact location of the camp and the number of people still being held there. If Mitchell thought he was having a bad day, someone else was about to have an even worse one. Looking over his shoulder, Mitchell saw that Sam held Susan in her arms, a red fleece blanket covering her. Susan was fast asleep.
“How is she?” asked Mitchell.
“She should be okay. The shot only grazed her side; it’s all the other crap she’s had to endure that’s made her body weak. She should be okay if she doesn’t go into shock,” replied Sam.
“What the—?” blurted out Jackson.
Mitchell turned about. In the cold light of dawn, he could just make out a hastily thrown up police checkpoint barring their side of the road.
“Was that there earlier?” asked Mitchell as he picked up a silenced pistol from the floor of the BMW.
Jackson shook his head.
The thugs obviously have deep pockets. It’s probably easy enough for them to bribe the right corrupt police officers into shutting down all the roads in and out of the forest, thought Mitchell.
“No cops,” said Mitchell bluntly. It was one thing to kill criminals, but police living below the poverty line, even if they were crooked, was another thing.
Jackson nodded. He knew what Mitchell was going to say before he even said it. Seeing a bored-looking police officer step out of the idling car and out onto the road, Jackson obligingly decelerated. The man waved his arm, beckoning Jackson to stop. The SUV continued to slow; the police officer stepped back and then turned to say something to his partner still sitting inside their warm patrol car.
God bless amateurs, thought Jackson.
Seeing the momentary lapse of attention, Jackson slammed his foot down on the gas pedal. Their SUV’s powerful, six-cylinder engine roared to life. The vehicle’s tires dug into the dirt road. Rocks flew up into the air, spraying the stunned police officer as they sped past him. Jackson peered into the rearview mirror with a smile on his face, as the surprised cop seemed to stagger back and forth on the road. Gaining his balance, the man raised his submachine gun. Without aiming, he opened fire at the back of the fleeing car. Bullets struck the back of the SUV, harmlessly bouncing off, as if they had been nothing more than pebbles thrown up by a passing car.
At the sound of the bullets striking their car, Sam instinctively ducked her head, as did Mitchell.
Jackson, his eyes glued on the road, said, “Can you friggin’ believe it? You can actually rent up-armored SUVs from the El Dorado International Airport now.”
“Nice of you to tell me,” said Mitchell, watching nervously as the speedometer shot past one hundred kilometers an hour and continued to climb. He had no desire to end up wrapped around one of the many tall trees that lined the dirt path that passed as a road in this backwater part of Colombia.
Behind them, in the distance, a siren wailed.
“I suspect that there’s a great big, fat bounty for our capture, so I don’t think they’re going to give in,” said Mitchell, wishing Jackson would slow down a little as they sped around a bend. Sliding across the wet dirt road, the SUV’s tires clawed for something to hold onto. At the last second, the SUV fishtailed on the road and then shot around the bend.
After a minute, Sam’s cell phone rang. She answered it. “Gordon says they are good to go, but we need to hurry if we are to make our next rendezvous,” announced Sam. Recruited straight out of Canada’s elite JTF-2 special operations unit, Gordon Cardinal was their team’s sniper and surveillance expert.
“Did you warn him about our company?” asked Jackson.
“Yeah, he’ll give them the usual reception,” said Sam as she checked on Susan’s condition.
A moment later, the SUV broke out into a long grassy field. At the far end sat an ungainly looking, civilian-pattern Russian MI-8 helicopter, painted all white. Its bulbous back doors were wide-open, waiting to receive Susan and the remainder of the team. Turning off the dirt road, Jackson barely slowed down as he drove across the open field straight to the helicopter.
Cardinal, dressed in black, police-style coveralls, calmly hefted his Barrett .50 caliber sniper rifle from the back of the chopper, and then moved over to one side of the helicopter. He got down behind the long-barreled weapon, inserted a magazine, and then cocked the charging lever, loading a deadly, armor-piercing round into the weapon.
Rapidly decelerating, Jackson brought the BMW to a sliding halt at the back of the helicopter. Mitchell gingerly walked over beside Cardinal, while Jackson helped Sam carry Susan to a stretcher already set up and waiting inside the chopper.
The sound of the police car’s wailing siren grew louder.
Mitchell quietly spoke to Cardinal, who raised his thumb, acknowledging the order. A few seconds later, the police cruiser turned the bend and sped out onto the long, open field.
Mitchell watched as the car grew larger by the second. When the police cruiser was about three hundred meters away, Cardinal took up the slack on the trigger. With a loud, thunderous bang, the sniper rifle fired. The round, travelling at over 850 meters per second, slammed straight into the engine block of the police car, tearing it to pieces. In the blink of an eye, the engine died. The car’s engine hood flew up into the air and then flipped right over the top of the car. Steam escaped from the destroyed engine, obscuring the windshield. Cardinal knew that he didn’t need to fire another shot. Clearing his weapon, he picked up his ejected casing and stood up.
At the smoking wreck, the two crooked cops sat there dumbfounded. They were both amazed that they were still alive. Neither man dared to move or venture outside of their vehicle. They had done all they were willing to risk for a few extra dollars today.
Mitchell tapped Cardinal on the shoulder and said, “Good shot. Now it’s time for us to go.” Together they climbed on board the MI-8, its powerful engine already coming to life.
Jackson smiled at the smoldering police car and then closed the bulbous back doors of the helicopter.
Looking around, Mitchell saw Cardinal and Sam standing beside Susan, exchanging hushed words. They were a couple, but had never once let it get in the way of their work. Cardinal, with short, jet-black hair and a thick goatee, was tall and lanky, whereas Sam was short and very athletic. They looked like an odd couple, but their bond was one that would never be broken.
Jackson walked over and sat down beside his disheveled friend. Handing a headset from the wall to Mitchell, he looked into his tired, bloodshot eyes. They had known each other in the army, and when a private security company sought out Mitchell, he had insisted that Jackson come with him. It was a decision that they had never once looked back on, until today.
The sound of the rotors grew louder as the MI-8 prepared to take off.
“Don’t worry, she’ll be running marathons this time next year,” said Jackson, struggling to be heard inside the rattling interior of the aged Soviet-built helicopter.
“Yeah,” wearily replied Mitchell. “Sam will make sure she’s comfortable for the trip home.”
Jackson could sense that Mitchell was exhausted and needed some rest. Placing his headset firmly on his head, Jackson crossed his arms and sat back. Letting out a deep sigh, he decided to try to get a few minutes of sleep. Like Mitchell, he felt drained from the night’s activities. He didn’t feel any remorse for the men he had killed. As far as he was concerned, it was three less thugs in the world.
The monstrously loud noise of helicopter rotors filled the open field as Yuri Uvarov, a former Russian Army pilot, expertly brought the lumbering MI-8 to life. Rotor wash from the powerful engines sent sand, grass, and debris flying into the air. With everyone safely on board, Uvarov took off into the air, skillfully missing the edge of the jungle by mere inches. Banking the helicopter hard over, Yuri flew low to avoid radar from a nearby military installation. He was soon heading south to their next destination, a private airstrip twenty kilometers outside of Bogota.
Less than thirty minutes later, they landed at a secluded airstrip. As soon as the helicopter’s wheels touched down, Mitchell’s team moved straight onto a waiting Russian-made AN-32 Turboprop cargo plane painted bright blue with civilian markings on its tail. The plane, like the helicopter, was courtesy of Uvarov’s former military compatriots and was undoubtedly a black market rental. Stepping inside, Mitchell was pleased to see that the interior of the AN-32 was set up with the latest in modern medical and survival gear. For once, no expense had been spared.
Sam, although the smallest member of the team, had no problem pushing everyone out of her way. She was in her element and wasted no time ensuring that Susan Thomas was as comfortable as she could make her.
Although lacking comfort when compared with a civilian airliner, the AN-32 was still far more comfortable than Yuri’s decrepit MI-8 could ever hope to be. Mitchell opened a small fridge at the back of the plane and then cracked open a cold can of Coke, the first one he had in weeks. Taking a long drink before strapping himself into his seat for the flight, Mitchell welcomed the sugar and caffeine into his system. Money can buy many things, and today the local airport officials were paid to look the other way and not to ask any questions.
A few minutes later, the pilot, a Ukrainian accomplice of Uvarov’s, took off, quickly climbed to six thousand meters, and then headed for Honduras, where a privately chartered Boeing 777 and Susan Thomas’ parents anxiously awaited their arrival. Mitchell thought about calling ahead to tell Susan’s parents that she was hurt, but decided that it wouldn’t help. In fact, it would probably only make her parents worry more.
Jackson grabbed a can of pop as well. Looking around, he ran a hand over his smooth-shaven head. He had the build of a linebacker and even though retired from the military, he kept himself in fairly good condition. If his wife didn’t cook so well, he reasoned, he could lose the few extra pounds that he always seemed to be dragging around with him. Seeing Mitchell take a seat, he walked over and looked down at the fresh bandages on Mitchell’s wounds. “Did Sam take a look at your shoulder?”
“She gave me another shot and then cleaned out my wounds just before we took off,” Mitchell replied. “I’ll be okay until we land.”
“You know the boss is gonna be pissed when he finds out that you got pinched and that a client got shot, don’t you?” said Jackson, his voice more serious than normal.
“I could point out that he was the one who picked us to work in South America again, when Bill Lancaster’s team hasn’t been here in nearly two years, but that would undoubtedly only aggravate the situation more,” Mitchell said, feeling tired. His respect for General O’Reilly, their employer and head of Polaris Operations, was boundless, but right now Mitchell wasn’t in a charitable mood. Fatigue gripped his body. Closing his eyes, Mitchell was soon fast asleep and snoring loud enough to wake the dead.
Jackson shook his head. He knew Mitchell wasn’t to blame for what had happened. Mitchell had been deep undercover for months and would require time for extensive debriefing back at Polaris. He would also need to unwind, heal, and recuperate. It would probably mean a move away from active duty for several months. Although he would never say it, Jackson welcomed the chance to take it easy for a while. The team had been running full-out missions for months.
With events around them about to break wide open, however, their time off was to prove far shorter than anyone could have ever anticipated.
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Gobi Desert
Mongolia
“Face it, we’re lost,” said Jane Day as she anxiously peering through the windshield of their jeep into the swirling sandstorm that had swept in from the west. Swearing under her breath, she couldn’t believe that in less than thirty seconds, their visibility had dropped to perhaps a half-dozen meters. The world outside looked as if it had all turned brown. Even the sun had disappeared behind the impenetrable wall of sand and dust. Running a hand through her long blonde hair, Day nervously bit her lip, hoping that they hadn’t made a big mistake.
“You said you could read a map,” snapped Hank Moore. Sitting behind the wheel, he struggled to see where the sand-covered road ended and the desert began. Shaking his head in frustration, Moore knew it wasn’t Day’s fault that the storm had come out of nowhere; he just felt the need to vent. With his thick brown beard and long hair protruding out from under his dirty baseball cap, Moore was the epitome of what the public had come to expect from a young paleontologist.
“We must have taken the wrong turnoff for Ulaanbaatar somewhere a few kilometers back,” said Day, eyeing the gas gauge on their battered Jeep. Seeing it creep down below an eighth of a tank, she began to regret not stopping earlier when the storm was just beginning. Now they were lost and low on gas, not a good combination in a desert.
“What does the GPS say?” asked Moore, trying to control the growing feeling of nervous tension building inside his chest.
“The batteries died nearly an hour ago,” replied Day, looking down at the now useless GPS in her hands.
“Damn it, Jane, why didn’t you say something earlier? Now we’re well and truly screwed.”
“I didn’t say anything because I knew that you’d get mad at me. Perhaps we should pull over and wait until the storm breaks,” offered Day, hoping that it wouldn’t last for more than a few more hours. If they kept going any longer, she knew Moore would become angrier by the minute, and she was in no mood for another one of their fights.
“Yeah, you could be right,” replied Moore, taking a quick look at his wristwatch. “It’s going to be pitch-dark around here in about an hour.”
Day quietly stared off into the near-impenetrable wall of blowing sand, hoping to see a safe place where they could park out of the howling wind.
Jane Day and Hank Moore were paleontology grad students heading to a new dig site in Mongolia, where a rare find of nearly perfectly preserved dinosaur eggs had been recently uncovered. It was the kind of expedition that came but once in a lifetime. Dropping what they were doing back home, they both volunteered, desperate to be part of the dig. Over the past three years, Day and Moore had been having an on-again, off-again relationship. They first met at a friend’s party, and the way things were going, Day knew they were heading toward one of their usual overheated arguments followed by a couple of months apart before they began once more to be drawn inexorably back to one another. She could never explain her love, if it even was love, for Moore. All she knew was that she needed to be around him.
The jeep bounced up and down, startling both passengers, as the tires ran over something lying on the road. Slamming on the brakes, Moore placed the vehicle in park and then reached over to open his door.
“Hold on a minute, Hank. Mind telling me what you are doing?” said Day as she reached over to grab Moore’s arm.
“I think we ran something over. I just want to see what it was,” he replied, a look of unease in his dark brown eyes.
Day wouldn’t say it, but she felt the same way.
Opening the door, Moore felt the full force of the storm on his exposed skin. Like a thousand tiny needles, the blowing sand stung his hands and face as he made his way down the side of the jeep. Raising a hand to his face to block the sand, Moore peered back behind the jeep and saw a small, dark shape lying in the middle of the road. Cursing his bad luck, Moore walked to the shape, all the while silently praying that they hadn’t just run over a kid lost in the storm. Trying not to be bowled over by the powerful, gusting wind, Moore leaned forward while he made his way over to the dark form lying on the road. Bending down, Moore was relieved to see that it was only a dog that looked as if it had died long before he had driven over it. Taking a moment to study the dog, Moore saw that its body was horribly contorted. Its teeth were bared and there was a lot of dried blood around its mouth and nose. A shiver ran down his spine; it looked to Moore as if the dog had died in excruciating pain. Dragging the dog off the road, Moore wiped his hands on his dirty, old blue jeans and then made his way back to the jeep.
“What did you see?” asked Day the instant Moore jumped back inside the jeep.
“It was just some stray dog.”
“Is it dead?”
“Doubly so,” answered Moore. “I’m fairly certain that it was dead long before we ran over it.”
Day looked back over her shoulder into the sandstorm as a feeling of unease crept into her stomach. “I’m getting the creeps. Let’s get out of here.”
Moore nodded and then turned the jeep’s engine over. Placing it in drive, he eased his foot over onto the accelerator, wanting to put some distance between himself and the dog. He couldn’t say why, but something in the back of his mind told him to be careful.
After about five more minutes of futilely groping around in the storm, Moore spied what he thought was a small house just off the side of the road. Turning the wheel over, he drove their jeep to the wooden building. He came to a gradual halt beside the house and beeped the vehicle’s horn twice, hoping to get the attention of the people in the home… if there was anyone home.
“Maybe they can’t hear us over the storm,” said Day, looking optimistically at the small wooden house that reminded her of her grandmother’s farmhouse back home in Australia.
“Well, we can’t really sit out here waiting for the storm to give up. It’ll be pitch-black soon. Grab your things and let’s see who’s at home,” said Moore as he reached behind his seat and grabbed a worn-looking canvas knapsack. When he opened his door, Moore was hit by a sudden, powerful blast of wind that almost knocked him off his feet. He ran over to Jane’s door and held it open as she stepped out into the blinding storm. Taking her by the hand, Moore walked over to the closest door he could find and then loudly banged on the door with his fist.
As before, there was no answer from inside the house.
“Perhaps nobody’s home,” said Day, trying to be heard over the howling wind.
Moore reached over and tried the doorknob; to his relief it opened. Sticking his head inside, Moore called out. Silence greeted him.
“Let’s get out of this wind,” said Day, pushing Moore from behind. Stepping inside the home, they noticed a dry, stale smell in the air.
“Hello! Anybody home?” called out Day as she brushed the sand from her long blonde hair. She was a tall, lean woman in her mid-twenties, who had grown up in the outback of Australia. A tomboy, she was used to roughing it when she had to. Hank, on the other hand, came from a wealthy Boston family. She knew that he saw paleontology as more of a hobby than a true calling.
“Doesn’t look like anybody is home,” said Moore as he looked around for a light switch. Finding none, he looked over at a table in the middle of the kitchen and saw two old oil lamps sitting there. Quickly making his way over, he dug out his lighter and lit them both. Right away, a warm, golden light filled the room, making it seem less deserted and uninviting. Moore saw that the people who lived here had very little in the way of furniture. Aside from a kitchen table with four old chairs sitting around it, there were a couple of more chairs in the empty living room and that was it.
“Home sweet home, I guess,” said Day as she pulled her long blonde hair into a bun on the back of her head. She turned her head and saw a closed door that she guessed led into the bedroom. She knocked on the door, paused for a moment and then, feeling as if she were intruding, she slowly opened the door. When she peered inside, Day saw an empty bed without any covers on it in the middle of the small room. Closing the door, Day began to wonder what had happened to the people who had once lived here. The house looked to be in good order, just abandoned. A shiver crawled up her spine, making her shudder.
“I’ll get the fire going,” said Moore, stepping over to an old cast-iron stove in the kitchen. After a few minutes, flames roared and crackled inside the belly of the stove.
Jane walked into the kitchen and looked around for some food, but found the cupboards empty. “Looks like supper is water and a couple of PowerBars,” she said with a smile as she rummaged about in her backpack.
Fifteen minutes later, sitting in front of the stove, Day and Moore ate their meager supper in silence while the storm continued unabated outside. Out of the blue, a low hum, like that from a power generator, seemed to fill the air. Both Day and Moore could feel an odd tingling vibration in their chests. Looking about, neither could see where the noise was coming from. Gradually, the sound began to fade and then disappeared, swallowed up inside the swirling storm.
Day was about to suggest that they might want to get their sleeping bags from the back of their vehicle, when she noticed her boyfriend quietly sitting there, his face turning a shade of gray. A second later, he started to rock back and forth on his seat, sweating profusely. Reaching over with her hand, she felt his forehead. Unbelievably, it felt hotter than the roaring stove.
“Hank, you’re burning up,” said Day as she reached for her water bottle to give him something to drink.
Bringing his hand to his mouth, Moore let out a deep, wet cough and then another. He was shocked to see bright red spots of blood covering his hand.
“Hank, what’s wrong?” said Day fearfully, the instant she saw the blood on his hands.
Before he could reply, his body was racked by another painful coughing fit, only this time all of the muscles throughout his body seemed to constrict as one. Dropping down onto his knees, Moore opened his mouth and tried to speak. Another painful spasm struck. He vomited blood all over the wooden floor.
“Hank!” screamed Day, dashing by his side. She could see in his eyes that he was in agonizing pain. His skin was now beet red and hot to the touch. His body constricted again. With a moan on his blood-covered lips, Moore curled up into the fetal position on the floor and began to spasm. Day pulled Moore close to her. Fear filled her heart. What was happening?
With a pained look on his face, Moore turned to look up at Day. “Jane, you have to leave me,” he said, barely above a whisper.
“No, no, I can’t,” said Day, tears streaming down her face.
“No, you have to. I’m dying. Something is wrong here. You have to leave me,” said Moore as his body began to convulse uncontrollably.
“No, you can’t die,” pleaded Day, holding onto her lover with all of her strength, “I won’t let you.”
With a wet gurgle on his lips, Moore looked up into Day’s bright blue eyes and tried to say something. With her heart racing inside her chest, Day leaned down to hear, but heard nothing. Hank Moore was gone.
Alone with Moore in her arms, Day let out a mournful cry before breaking down and crying until she couldn’t cry anymore.
Outside, the sandstorm whipped around the house as the sun dipped below the horizon, plunging the Gobi Desert into darkness. Three days later, when they failed to arrive in Ulaanbaatar, the expedition leader notified the local authorities, who began a search for the missing grad students. After a week, the search was called off and their parents notified that they had gone missing. The police told them that they had likely met foul play at the hands of bandits who sometime plagued the roads heading to Ulaanbaatar.
The truth was far worse, and if they had known, the police would have moved heaven and earth to prevent the coming storm.
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Hamilton Heights
New York City
Ryan Mitchell unlocked the door and stepped inside his new apartment. The smell of freshly painted walls still filled the air. Dropping his old military knapsack on the floor of his dimly lit place, he searched along the wall for the light switch. He turned it on and saw the familiar sight of organized mayhem. Jennifer March and Mitchell had moved in together barely a month ago, but with both of their hectic schedules, they still hadn’t found the time to unpack. No sooner had they signed the lease than Jen was offered a job teaching in Tokyo for a few weeks. Cardboard boxes filled the living room and the bedroom. Mitchell had placed the furniture, albeit in a very haphazard manner. It was all still waiting a woman’s touch to tell him where to place things — correctly.
It hadn’t been an overly stressful day, with his injured body still needing daily visits with the physiotherapist to strengthen the damaged tissue and muscles. Mitchell and Jackson had been assigned to teach anti-terrorist drills to a cadre of military police from Kosovo who, after a month of intensive training at Polaris, would then go back home and teach their own people. Earlier in the day, Mitchell and Jackson had put the police through a difficult range exercise using a mock-up of a passenger jet. The exercise had gone so well that they had decided to move onto the live-fire portion of their training where Gordon Cardinal and Sam were waiting to take over the training. Mitchell was thankful that there were no major activities on the training schedule for him tomorrow. He was looking forward to taking a rare day off to do some laundry and catch up on his emails with Jen and his parents.
He headed straight for the kitchen, opened the near empty fridge, and grabbed himself an ice-cold beer. Mitchell opened it and savored the flavor. He didn’t drink very much, but with a day off coming his way, he welcomed the chance to shoot back a couple of beers and then have a lazy morning. He checked his watch and saw it was already close to ten at night. The time difference between New York and Tokyo was thirteen hours ahead, so come eleven o’clock it would be lunchtime in Tokyo and their agreed-upon time when they could chat over the net.
Taking his beer with him, Mitchell went and had a long hot shower before drying himself off and crawling into a set of loose-fitting flannel pajama bottoms and an old army T-shirt with large ragged holes under the armpits. It was comfortable, but something he would never dare wear when Jen was around. Sitting down behind his laptop, Mitchell booted it up and then rummaged through the emails he had received from his friends and family while whittling away the time until he could see Jen’s face once again. As it grew closer to eleven, Mitchell could feel himself growing anxious. He couldn’t wait to see with his own eyes the woman he had fallen hard for. People who first met them thought they made a bit of an odd couple. Mitchell was a former soldier who had grown up on a farm in Minnesota, while Jen was an African-American professor of history who came from Charlotte, North Carolina, but there was no denying their deep attraction to one another.
On time, Mitchell smiled when he saw Jen’s beautiful face fill the computer screen. Her warm brown eyes sparkled, telling Mitchell that she was just as excited to see him as he was her. Ever since taking a job with the UN, Jen had been on the go. Flying over to Tokyo, Jen was helping to teach a course on the history of peacekeeping at the United Nations University Institute for Sustainability and Peace. She had been there a couple of weeks and wasn’t due to come home for another few days.
“Hey there,” said Jen, still warmly smiling on the screen.
“Hey there yourself,” Mitchell said, taking a swig of beer. “You look wonderful. Japan must appeal to you.”
“Hardly, it’s been crazy-hectic busy ever since I arrived here, trust me, I look like hell by the end of the day,” said Jen as she nibbled at her lunch of sushi and rice.
“I doubt that,” said Mitchell with a wink.
“Well, you haven’t lost your charm. How’s it going back home?” she asked, hoping to get some good news about his job. Even though Mitchell didn’t say it, she knew that he was chafing at being placed on the active reserve list and couldn’t wait to be declared fit for operations by General O’Reilly.
“It’s not too bad. My team is working with some really keen folks from Kosovo, but it’s not the same thing as real field work.”
“How was your visit to the doc?” asked Jen, trying to see how Mitchell’s recent visit to the team’s psychiatrist had gone. Without his approval, Mitchell could never return to active duty.
“Fine, I guess,” said Mitchell, taking another swig of his beer. “He asked me a lot of questions about what happened in Colombia and how I felt about things, especially about a hostage being shot while under my care and my time undercover. And before you say anything, I was totally honest with him, just like you said I had to be. Trust me, I didn’t hold anything back.”
“That’s good, the sooner you’re back to your regular job the better,” Jen said with a smile. “You’re way too moody when you’re not able to go out into the field with your friends.”
“I’m not moody.”
“Please, Ryan, I know you better than you know yourself. I know it’s dangerous work, but it’s what you live for. If you hadn’t been so good, I doubt Mother and I would be around,” said Jen, remembering when they first met in the Philippines after a team of mercenaries had taken her hostage. “Anyway, it sounds like you’re doing okay without me.”
“Not really, I’d honestly prefer if you were at home with me, if you know what I mean,” said Mitchell lecherously. “Enough about me, how is the course going?”
Jen shook her head at Mitchell, then spent the next fifteen minutes filling him in with all that had happened since she had arrived in Tokyo and that she and couple of other women from the university were venturing out to try their hand singing karaoke at a local bar tonight.
Mitchell feigned being upset. He couldn’t stand karaoke, but would have given a month’s pay just to spend one evening in Tokyo with Jen.
Jen smiled at Mitchell’s pouting lip. She leaned forward toward her computer screen and blew him a kiss.
Mitchell, like a schoolboy in love, blew back the kiss.
An irritating buzzing noise on his desk made Mitchell look down at his cell phone. There was a text message for him from Polaris’ deputy leader, Luis Ortiz, a former Miami police commissioner, who had been overseeing the training of the Kosovar police. Mitchell saw that General O’Reilly wanted to see him in his office at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.
“So much for laundry day,” mumbled Mitchell to himself.
“What was that?” said Jen, not getting what Mitchell was going on about.
“Oh nothing,” said Mitchell, placing his phone down. “It would appear that I have been summoned to the general’s office for nine tomorrow morning.”
“That has to be a good thing,” Jen said optimistically.
“Perhaps, we’ll have to wait and see.”
A few minutes later, Jen had to go. With another kiss blown at the screen, Jen ended the call. Sitting back in his chair, Mitchell picked up his phone and re-read the text message, trying to see if there was more to it than met the eye. He fought the urge to give Ortiz a quick call. Mitchell tossed the phone down on the table, stood and looked about his cluttered apartment, looking for some clean or reasonably clean-enough clothes to wear.
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Polaris Operations Complex
Albany, New York
Mitchell parked his jeep in his usual spot, leaving his old, worn sunglasses on the dash. He took a quick look around and smiled when he saw a family of deer slowly making their way across the grassy field in front of the main complex. Security on site was supposed to be first-rate with sensors and cameras covering every inch of the site, but somehow every day the same family of deer found a way back onto the grounds where they happily grazed on the manicured lawns.
The Polaris Operations complex with its administrative buildings and extensive training grounds was spread out over three-hundred acres in the woods north of Albany. The creation of Major-General Jack O’Reilly US Special Forces (retired), Polaris Operations was a very discreet, private organization that specialized in military, police, and civilian training, along with consulting services that could deploy anywhere in the world at a moment’s notice. Although it looked more like a dark gray storage warehouse than an office complex, the main building housed the offices of the key personnel who ran the operation, twenty-four-seven.
Dressed in a pair of khaki slacks, dark brown shoes, and a freshly pressed dark green polo shirt, Mitchell stepped inside the complex, handed over his 9mm SIG Sauer P220 pistol to the security guard, and then casually walked through the metal detector as he had hundreds of times before. Once cleared and electronically signed in, Mitchell thanked the guard, a former soldier who had lost an eye to an IED while serving in Afghanistan. Unlike many other security organizations, O’Reilly insisted on giving injured military and police vets a chance to apply for work at Polaris.
Mitchell’s team had been moved to active reserve status after returning from Colombia just over two months ago. He and his team had been confined to training duties at Polaris, until told otherwise. O’Reilly had told him — in no uncertain terms — that it was for his own good, but Mitchell still resented being placed upon a shelf even if, deep down, he agreed with his mentor.
He made his way upstairs and was greeted at the entrance to General O’Reilly’s office by the general’s personal assistant, Tammy Spencer, who smiled when Mitchell stepped inside. “Long time, no see,” said Spencer with a wink. “I was beginning to think you had found someone else to spend your time with.” She was dressed in a black blouse and a mid-length gray skirt. Spencer rarely wore jewelry other than brilliant white pearl earrings, which stood out against her warm brown skin.
“Hardly, my dear, there is only one Tammy Spencer in the world, and I have missed you too,” replied Mitchell with a smile on his face. Their banter was nothing more than two friends innocently toying with one another. Tammy Spencer had recently married a NYPD sergeant and had just returned from her honeymoon in Jamaica.
“As much as I would love to chat with you, you had best go. The general is already waiting for you,” said Spencer, pointing down the carpeted hallway with her finger.
“Anyone with him?”
“Not yet, but I was asked to page your better half a few minutes ago.”
“I thought that Nate had the day off today.”
“Well, he’s at work, and you are going to be late if you don’t get a move on, mister,” said Spencer, tapping her pencil on her desk, telling him that the conversation was over.
Mitchell walked down the hall until he came to O’Reilly’s office. As was his habit, General O’Reilly’s door was wide open. Gently knocking on the door, Mitchell waited for O’Reilly to finish his work.
O’Reilly looked up and smiled. “Don’t just stand there, Ryan, please come on in and take a seat,” said the general, pointing to a chair in front of his polished mahogany desk. A highly decorated officer within the U.S. Army, O’Reilly had spent the majority of his time in the U.S. Special Operations Command and had a reputation that was still widely respected in the Pentagon, and worldwide in the Special Forces fraternity. A fitness fanatic, O’Reilly could still outrun and outlift most men half his age.
Mitchell sat and waited for O’Reilly to speak.
“So, how’s the shoulder treating you?” asked O’Reilly.
“Not too bad. It’s still a little stiff, but it’s getting better by the day,” said Mitchell as he stretched out his right arm. “Also, the doc said I suffered some nerve damage when Rover chomped down on my left arm, but aside from that, I’ve never been better.”
“Well, that’s good news. Luis and I had a chat yesterday, and he is more than impressed with you and your team’s training of the Kosovar police.”
“Thanks, I’ll pass that on to the team. It’s easy to teach when the folks you are training are well-motivated to learn.”
“How are things going at home?” said O’Reilly, looking deep into Mitchell’s blue-gray eyes, studying them, looking for any hint of hesitation.
“Fine, Jen’s all moved in… not that you would know it. We have stuff all over the apartment. I spoke with her last night, and she seems to be enjoying herself over in Tokyo. Aside from that, there’s really nothing new or exciting to report from the home front,” said Mitchell with a slight shrug.
“That’s excellent news.” Standing up from behind his desk, O’Reilly reached over to a silver carafe on a side table, poured himself and Mitchell a couple of cups of freshly brewed coffee. If there was one thing you could always count on in O’Reilly’s office it was an inexhaustible supply of fresh coffee.
“Sir, is there something on your mind?” asked Mitchell as he accepted the coffee.
O’Reilly walked over to his door and then closed it. Taking a seat behind his desk, he clasped his hands together on the desk and then took a deep breath. “Ryan, I know everything may seem to be all right on the surface between you and Jen, but you were deep undercover for several months and that can affect a man, even one as grounded as yourself.”
Mitchell sat there quietly for a moment, not entirely sure what to say. Clearing his throat, he said, “Sir, I can assure you that I feel fine.”
“I have no doubt that you do, Ryan, but this organization is very much like the military. We are in the people business. You and your people’s health and welfare are my responsibility. I have read the report from the psychologist, and he agrees with you. He feels that you are doing fine. He doesn’t see any long-term mental health issues from your recent assignment, which of course is good news,” O’Reilly said with a smile. “All he asked is that you visit him again in one month’s time to see how things are doing.”
“Sounds fair,” said Mitchell, barely able to control his growing excitement. It was exactly the news he had been hoping for.
“So, as of now, Ryan, you and your team are immediately placed back on active duty,” said O’Reilly. Walking over, he grasped Mitchell’s hand and firmly shook it.
“Thanks, sir, that’s great news. I don’t mind telling you that I was going squirrelly waiting to be cleared by the doc.”
“Good, now let’s talk about your future.”
There was a knock at the door. Tammy Spencer slowly opened the door and then stepped aside as Nate Jackson, dressed in a camouflage uniform, entered the office.
O’Reilly said, “Nate, take a seat and Tammy please leave my door open.”
Mitchell silently let out his breath. With the door open, he knew that the conversation was not going to be about him anymore.
“Your timing is perfect,” said O’Reilly to Jackson.
“I aim to please, sir,” replied Jackson, with a wink at Mitchell.
“Coffee?” asked O’Reilly.
“No thanks, sir. I’ve already had four cups this morning.”
“Well then, I guess we’ll get straight down to business,” said O’Reilly as he opened up a drawer and then placed two blue mission file folders on top of his desk. “We have been asked to help with two different projects at the same time. They are more in line with Luis’ people, but with all of his law enforcement teams tied up helping to professionalize the new Libyan police force, these relatively straightforward assignments have had to come your way. Normally, I would only give a team one assignment at a time; however, we are really stretched thin right now with Lancaster’s team in Oman, so I will have to give you and your people these two jobs.” A second later, he slid the two folders over to Mitchell. “Luis and I have discussed these two jobs and feel that they shouldn’t be too onerous on you and your team if I augment you and Nate with Miss Nazaria from the intelligence section for a few days.”
“What are the assignments?” asked Jackson as blunt as ever.
“The first one is fairly straightforward. Sam and Cardinal are heading to Mongolia to look for a couple of missing grad students. They disappeared a couple of weeks ago and have been officially declared missing by the local authorities. The father of one of the students feels that there wasn’t enough done to find them. The man is very well connected and wants a more thorough investigation of his son’s disappearance than was done by the police over there. He honestly does not expect us to find his son alive. He only wants to know what happened, and, if possible, bring his son’s remains home. So we will do our best to try and put his mind at rest.”
“And the second one, sir?” asked Mitchell.
“We have been hired to provide close protection liaison and advice during the visit of Miss Atsuko Satomi to Washington. She is the daughter of Taro Satomi, one of Japan’s richest and most influential men. You may have heard of him. He owns an electronics company with offices all around the world.”
“Name means nothing to me. Looks like we got the booby prize, boss,” said Jackson as he looked over at Mitchell.
“How long is the assignment for, General?” asked Mitchell, trying to ignore Jackson’s last jibe.
“She arrives next week for a reception being held in the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery. Her father has donated several old and very rare Japanese paintings to the gallery, and she is coming to unveil them on behalf of her father. From beginning to end, she won’t be in the country for more than forty-eight hours,” explained O’Reilly.
“Sounds simple enough,” said Mitchell.
“Nothing is ever as simple as it looks,” said Jackson. “What’s the catch, sir?”
“Oh, nothing that you two fine gents can’t handle,” said O’Reilly, with a grin on his face.
Reaching for the file, Mitchell opened it; a red warning flag greeted him. Quickly skimming the file, Mitchell saw that Atsuko Satomi had been the target of no less than five kidnapping attempts in her life; the most recent one was barely six months ago.
Mitchell stood and picked up both files. “Sir, if you’ll excuse me, I had best read these over a couple of times before I brief the rest of the team on their respective assignments.”
“Very well, Ryan, please pop back in before you leave today and tell me what you are thinking. It doesn’t have to be a full mission brief, just a few thoughts will suffice for today,” said O’Reilly, offering his hand to Mitchell.
After shaking O’Reilly’s hand, Mitchell turned to leave the office, as did Jackson.
“Nate, if you wouldn’t mind staying behind a minute, I’d like you to fill me in on the training you had planned for the police today,” said O’Reilly.
Mitchell shrugged his shoulders and then left the office.
O’Reilly waited until he could hear Tammy and Mitchell engage in their usual small talk before walking over and closing the door to his office. Turning his head, he looked Jackson square in the eyes. “How’s Ryan doing? And don’t bullshit me.”
“Sir, honestly, I think he is doing just fine. I know he feels bad that the girl was wounded during the escape, but sometimes crap just happens. You and I both know that she’d be dead if Ryan hadn’t decided to bust her out from that camp when he did,” said Jackson firmly. “I’ve never once heard him complain about his own injuries either. He could have gone on sick leave for months after what he went through, but instead he chose to return to work the instant he was allowed. That says it all about Ryan Mitchell.”
O’Reilly heard what Jackson said, but he still wanted to dig deeper. “Do you honestly think he’s ready to assume his duties?”
“General, I’ve worked with a lot of men over the years, and I can tell you without a single doubt in my mind that Ryan is more than ready to get back to work. In fact, if you don’t let him do what he’s good at, he’s going to drive me insane.”
“Thanks, Nate, that means a lot to me,” said O’Reilly, reaching for the door. “I take it that’s my cue to leave.”
O’Reilly grinned and then offered his hand. With a quick handshake, Jackson strolled out of the room and walked over to Mitchell, who was still flirting with Spencer.
“You two ought to be ashamed of each other. You’re married,” he said to Spencer, “and you’re as good as married,” he said to Mitchell. “Now let’s get to work,” he said, pulling Mitchell away from Spencer’s desk.
“Come on, Nate,” protested Mitchell as he playfully waved good-bye to Spencer. “How hard can a simple babysitting assignment be?”
“Who knows? All I know is that you officers tend to either overcomplicate or oversimplify everything. Either way, we need to spend a couple of hours going over these folders before I allow you to make up your mind.”

Two hours later, after one too many coffees and a couple of glazed donuts, Jackson headed out to the ranges to catch Sam and Cardinal during the lunchtime pause to fill them in on their new assignment. With Sam and Cardinal’s flights already booked for the next day, a team of ex-police SWAT personnel came with him to finish training the Kosovar police.
While Jackson took care of business, Mitchell headed down into the basement of the complex. Walking down a long, empty corridor, he turned into an open office and walked into the “Office of Dirty Tricks,” more properly known as the intelligence section for Polaris. As usual, Mike Donaldson and Fahimah Nazaria were eating at their desks, while in the background CNN ran a story about an attempted suicide bombing outside of the French Embassy in Beirut, Lebanon. On another large plasma screen mounted on the wall was a map of Oman, where Polaris’ second field team was engaged. Mike Donaldson, a tall, gangly Texan with a full head of white hair, who had been an intelligence officer with the U.S. Air Force, was the senior intelligence analyst at the complex. His protégé, Fahimah Nazaria, a brilliant young Iraqi-American with multiple honors and degrees, was a favorite of Mitchell’s team. Fahimah was still busy making her mark in the intelligence community. Donaldson was dressed in his usual blue slacks, shirt, and black tie, while Fahimah wore a long, dark gray outfit with matching headscarf. Seeing Mitchell walk into the room, Fahimah smiled, grabbed the remote, and switched off the news.
“Please don’t tell me you’ve come down here to steal Fahimah again,” said Donaldson as he suspiciously eyed Mitchell.
“Okay, I won’t, but the general has assigned her to my team for the next week or so,” replied Mitchell as he deposited himself in a chair next to Fahimah. A few months ago, Fahimah had been loaned to Mitchell’s team on the condition that as an analyst, she was to be kept out of harm’s way. It was an agreement that Mitchell had been forced to break on numerous occasions to get the job done. For her part, Fahimah, hearing that she was once again assigned to Mitchell’s team, was smiling like someone who had just inherited a million dollars.
“Swell,” mumbled Donaldson. “Which task is it — Mongolia, or the security detail?”
“Security, that’s why I came to see you,” replied Mitchell with a smile. He could sympathize with Donaldson, but only to a point. Fahimah was someone whom Mitchell wanted on his team. He had tried once before to have her reassigned, but O’Reilly felt that she was still too young and inexperienced to be a field agent and had firmly but politely turned down his request. Mitchell, not to be deterred, intended to revisit the request after their next assignment was finished.
“What can you tell me about Atsuko and Taro Satomi?” said Mitchell. “Aside from being Japanese and probably worth several billion dollars, I know almost nothing about these people.”
Fahimah put down her sandwich and moved over behind her computer. After a few minutes of humming a tune to herself, she switched back on the wall-mounted screen. A map of Japan came up.
“Satomi Electronics is the third largest electronics company in all of Japan with offices throughout the country. They have several large factories in Tokyo, Kyoto, and Sapporo,” explained Fahimah as she pointed to the cities on the screen with her laser pointer. Changing pictures, an image of Asia filled the screen. “Satomi Electronics also has factories in China, Mongolia, and Russia, and will be opening a new plant in South Korea late next year.”
“If they’re so big,” said Mitchell, “how come I’ve never heard of them?”
“Most of their products are aimed at the Asian market,” explained Fahimah. “They applied for a permit to build in the U.S. in the eighties but were turned down, so they looked elsewhere in the world and moved in just as China, Russia, and Mongolia were beginning to embrace the free-market economy. The cheap labor and lax environmental standards that pervade Asia have combined to make Satomi billions.”
“Charming business practices. What can you tell me about Atsuko and Taro Satomi themselves?” asked Mitchell, his curiosity piqued.
The image changed once more. This time, a distinguished, older Japanese man in a charcoal-gray suit with short, white hair cutting the ribbon on his newest plant in China flashed up on the screen.
Fahimah looked down at her notes for a second. “Taro Satomi was born June 10, 1943, in Tokyo, Japan. His father was a successful businessman who made a fortune selling armaments to the government before, and most notably during, the war. When the city was firebombed in 1945, both of his parents were killed. Orphaned, Taro was raised by his uncle until he was sixteen. Leaving home, he went to university in England where he eventually received a doctorate in engineering,” explained Fahimah as she thumbed through her notes. A moment later, she continued. “Taro Satomi returned to Japan and then took over the reins of his late father’s business, changing it from weapons of war to electronics.”
A new picture emerged. This time it was of a stunningly beautiful young Japanese woman wearing a white business suit, speaking to a group of investors at their head offices in Tokyo. Fahimah waited until Mitchell was finished studying the screen. “Married very late in life, Taro Satomi’s wife died during childbirth. He subsequently raised his only child, Atsuko, by himself. She naturally followed in her father’s footsteps and obtained a PhD when she was only twenty years old, and is now the Head Vice-President of Satomi Electronics. At twenty-nine years of age, she is one of the most influential up-and-coming young people in Japan.”
“I’m impressed; she sounds as driven as her father to excel,” said Mitchell as he turned to look over at Fahimah and Donaldson. “According to the file I have on Atsuko, she was a target for kidnapping on several occasions in the past. Can you shed any light on what happened, especially on the most recent attempt?”
“Isn’t there anything in your briefing file?” said Donaldson, looking a bit flustered.
“None that I could I see,” replied Mitchell, flipping back through the few pages he had with him.
“Sorry about that, we’ve been so swamped with requests for information from Lancaster’s team that we must have missed it,” said Donaldson, feeling bad for giving Mitchell an incomplete intelligence file folder.
“It’s all right,” said Mitchell with a smile. “Bill’s in the field and is the organization’s main effort right now, so he should get your full support.”
A few seconds later, the image of Atsuko with a blanket wrapped around her arms appeared on the screen. Mitchell leaned forward studying the picture. A tired and unkempt Atsuko Satomi looked like she was being led away from a cabin somewhere in the mountains of Japan by a couple of female police officers.
“The only information that I could find was contained in an Interpol report from several months ago,” said Donaldson. “Miss Satomi was kidnapped and held for ransom by radical environmentalists from the Japanese wing of the Earth Freedom Fighters.”
“They sound more like a really bad eighties revival punk band than a group of terrorists,” quipped Mitchell.
“Perhaps a poor name for a group of diehard radicals, but they have cells spread throughout the world and are quite active. In fact, in the last decade, they were mainly known for freeing lab animals, protesting the building of nuclear power plants in Europe, or trying to block the logging industry in California and British Columbia. However, recently some members have publically advocated more violent action in order to get their message heard. Oddly, though, when Miss Satomi was taken, they went public in Europe denying any part in the kidnapping. The blame was squarely placed on a radical splinter group still using their name,” explained Donaldson.
“What happened?”
“They somehow managed to grab Miss Satomi when she was on her way to the airport and held her for one hundred million dollars ransom. They moved her around Japan for nearly three weeks, always keeping one-step ahead of the police until an anonymous tip to the police told them where to find her. Aside from being disoriented and slightly malnourished, Atsuko Satomi came out of the ordeal unhurt,” said Donaldson.
“You would have thought that if she had been targeted in the past that there would have been a security detail on her night and day.”
“If I were her father, you can bet your bottom dollar that she would have had a dozen large goons around her all the time, but according to the information that I have, she shuns security as an unneeded measure,” explained Donaldson as he bit into his tuna sandwich.
“Well, it would appear that her father has decided that security is something Miss Satomi cannot live without while she is here in the States.”
“Is there anything else I can give you?” asked Donaldson.
“Could you please print out all of that information for Nate and me? Also, Fahimah will need the rest of the day off so she can dig deeper into the files that you may have on the Satomis and, of course, she will need to go and pack for D.C.”
“Why do I get a sinking feeling that I should be paying more attention to this file?” said Donaldson, shaking his head.
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Erenhot
Chinese-Mongolian border
Sam stared wide-eyed out the window of their dust-covered Land Rover as it passed underneath the massive statue of a pair of prehistoric Sauropods, their long, gray necks forming an arch over the road. To Sam, it looked like a couple of dinosaurs stealing a kiss. Grabbing her cell phone, she took a quick photo of the dinosaurs as they drove past.
“For my sister’s kids,” explained Sam to Cardinal, while he drove. “You know they just love this stuff.”
Cardinal just smiled. He had met the youngsters at Sam’s last family get-together. They were a pair of overly energetic four-year-old boys who had managed to run him ragged. “How long to the border from here?” he asked, hoping that it wasn’t too far. Sitting up in his seat to stretch out his aching back, Cardinal felt as if they had been driving for days.
Sam peered down at her map. “Not too far, just a few more minutes and we’ll be in sunny old Mongolia.” Their vehicle came with a GPS, but Sam still preferred to keep track of where she was on a map, just in case the GPS failed.
“It’s always sunny in the Gobi,” remarked Cardinal. “I don’t think it rains too much around here. That’s why it’s called a desert.”
“All right, mister science guy, just for your info, they can get flash floods here, and trust me, we don’t want to be trapped in one of those. Now drive,” ordered Sam, with a smile on her face, enjoying the freedom of their first assignment outside of the team. Sam knew it wasn’t normal for only two people to be out on their own; however, their briefing file had made it clear to them that this was a simple mission to find out anything they could on the missing grad students and nothing more.
Retracing the missing students’ footsteps, Sam and Cardinal first flew into Beijing, rented a vehicle, and then drove exactly the same route that the students had told their friends they intended to follow, all the way up to Ulaanbaatar, the capital of Mongolia. They hoped to find something along the way that might tell them what had happened to the students. It took six hours of driving just to make it to the border from Beijing, and Cardinal’s back was really beginning to bother him from sitting still for so long. The border was due to close at six p.m., and it was nearly that time. Driving through Erenhot reminded Cardinal of a city that was being rapidly built up around itself. Construction seemed to be going on everywhere; most of it just seemed like building for the sake of it. There undoubtedly was someone being paid a lot of money to build shops and houses that would probably never be used. Their briefing package described Erenhot as a growing commercial hub, but looking about, Cardinal suspected that it was nothing more than a place for black market smuggling and prostitution. He couldn’t wait to cross the border; not that he expected anything better once they were inside Mongolia.
Arriving with less than a couple of minutes to spare, Sam dug out their passports. With a bright smile on her face, she did all the talking for them in Chinese with a couple of young border agents, which Cardinal saw with a grin on his face, helped speed things along. After paying the obligatory taxes, they drove over the border into Mongolia just as it closed for the evening, stranding dozens of truck drivers from both nations in long lines on the wrong side of the border for the evening.
The hard, dry sand and rocky terrain of the Gobi Desert reminded Cardinal of his time in Afghanistan. With four tours under his belt, he had spent more than his fair share of time lying in under the scorching Afghan sun waiting for targets that sometimes never appeared. It was the lot of a sniper to wait and be prepared. Several years back, Cardinal, along with another sniper team, had been assigned to cover a U.S. SOF raid on an IED maker’s compound, which developed into a long and deadly firefight outside of Kandahar city. When the mission was over, he was introduced to the leader of the assault, Captain Ryan Mitchell. They struck up a friendship that existed to this day.
“It’s not safe to drive around the desert in the dark, so we’re gonna need to stop for the night,” said Cardinal wearily as a small town on the side of the road came into sight, its neon lights beckoning to the road-weary travelers.
“I doubt they have a five-star hotel, but as long as it isn’t cockroach-infested I’ll be fine,” replied Sam, folding up her map.
They pulled into the first gas station that they saw. Cardinal was thankful for the chance to stretch out his back and fill up their Land Rover while Sam worked her charms on a young man who recommended a hotel just off the main road. A couple of minutes later, they pulled up in front of a wooden, two-story building that was painted a garish shade of light blue with a large, golden, smiling camel hanging over the front door. The name of the establishment was written in Mongolian, Chinese, Russian, and very poor English. Sam cringed at the thought of staying at the Free Woman Hotel. Obviously, something was lost in the translation, she thought. Judging by the half-dozen other cars parked out front, it couldn’t be half as bad as it sounded. While Cardinal grabbed their luggage, Sam headed inside to see if they had a spare room for the night. At first, the hotel owner complained that they had arrived too late and that there was nothing available, but after slipping a hundred-dollar bill his way, a room on the second floor miraculously came open. After dropping their few pieces of luggage on the sagging bed, Sam and Cardinal decided to see what there was to eat in the hotel’s restaurant before getting some much-needed shuteye, knowing that another long day of driving awaited them first thing in the morning.
Taking a seat in a corner of the small, smoke-filled, but busy dining room, Sam and Cardinal perused the menu. Like the sign outside, it was written in four languages — and equally as poorly in all of them. Before too long, a young girl with a round face and pleasant smile came over. To their surprise, she spoke very good English with a slight Irish accent. When asked, she told them that she had learned English from some oil workers who had lived in the town several years back. Trusting in their waitress’ recommendations, they ordered a couple of the local beers and the house special, a lamb dish with dumplings and rice. As soon as the waitress left, Sam dug out her iPad and laid it on their table, quickly opening up a secure file on the missing students for them to review.
“So what are you thinking?” asked Cardinal as the young girl returned with their ice-cold beers.
“Well, according to the police report, we know that they crossed the border seventeen days ago, at precisely 3:15 in the afternoon, and that a major sandstorm was moving across the Gobi at that time. So it’s not inconceivable that they got disoriented in the storm and ended up on a side road somewhere well off the beaten track,” said Sam as she brought up an image of the road leading from the border to Ulaanbaatar.
Cardinal looked down at the map. “It’s roughly six hundred kilometers from the border to Ulaanbaatar; that’s a hell of a lot of distance to get lost in.”
“I agree, but if we say that they got no more than one hundred kilometers up the road before the storm hit, they would have slowed to a crawl. So I say we look from the town of Sainshand, southward,” said Sam, knowing that she was probably mispronouncing the name of the town as she pointed to it on her iPad. “It’s roughly two hundred kilometers from the border. We can use the town as a base from which to begin our search of the desert.”
Cardinal nodded his head. It looked like they had a working plan. “I doubt there are a ton of gas stations along the road, so I’ll buy a couple of extra jerry cans from the gas station before we head out in the morning.”
“And I’ll buy us some food and water as well. You never know when we may need it,” added Sam as the waitress returned to their table with their dinner.
Cardinal looked down at the food on his plate; none of it looked overly appetizing, but after trying a small portion of the lamb, he quickly changed his tune and dug in with gusto. After another beer, Sam and Cardinal made their way upstairs to get some sleep.

The next morning, the sun rose at just after five o’clock. A cool fog hung lazily about the town as Cardinal loaded up their Land Rover and made sure that their GPS was up and functioning. He watched a couple of mangy-looking stray dogs chase after a rabbit, which easily outran them and quickly disappeared under the floorboards of an old wooden building. The smell of dust and diesel exhaust from the dozens of trucks already making their way to the border hung heavy in the air. After placing a quick call back to the States on her satphone, Sam nipped inside to pay their hotel bill. They drove over to the gas station they had visited the day before. Cardinal was relieved to find that it was already open in anticipation of the flood of trucks waiting to come up the road the instant the border opened. While buying what they needed, on a hunch, Sam showed the gray-haired owner of the gas station a picture of the missing students and asked if he remembered seeing them come through a few weeks back. With a smoldering cigarette hanging loosely from his lips, the old man looked at the picture for a few seconds before shaking his head. He told Sam that plenty of foreigners come through on their way to the capital, he might have served them, but he honestly couldn’t remember. Thanking the man for his time, Sam paid for their supplies, walked back to their Rover and then climbed in. With a honk of the horn and a friendly wave good-bye to the gray-haired man, Cardinal pulled out onto the empty road and started the long drive north.
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Washington Dulles International Airport
Dulles, Virginia
The steady, high-pitched whine from the Learjet’s engines filled the empty hangar as it slowly taxied inside, guided by two airport technicians dressed in navy blue coveralls. Outside, a light rain fell. Painted deep-yellow with white lettering and a stylized cherry blossom, the symbol of the Satori Corporation, adorning the nose section of the jet, the plane came to a halt inside an expansive hangar that catered almost exclusively to VIPs, diplomats and celebrities who wished to travel in anonymity.
Mitchell stood to one side, dressed in a form-fitting gray suit with a crisp black shirt and matching tie, his blue-gray eyes following the jet in. As soon as it parked, several more technicians ran over, placed metal chocks under the plane’s wheels, and then hurried to the back of the plane, ready to unload the passengers’ luggage. Parked behind Mitchell were two up-armored vehicles. The first was a brand new, silver-and-blue Bentley Mulsanne limousine. With 39mm-thick glass windows, reinforced fuel-tank protection, fire suppression system, run-flat tires, and underbody armor, this was a vehicle that was built to withstand an assault while still offering the finest in comfort to its rich occupants. The second car was a standard, company-black, up-armored Hummer H2.
Smoothly, the front door to the Learjet slid open and its stairs lowered to the floor. Almost immediately, a solidly built Japanese man in his late twenties, wearing a silver-gray suit and dark sunglasses, stepped off the plane and warily looked around the hangar. Seeing Mitchell standing alone, the man strode over. By the way the man moved, Mitchell could tell that he was most likely a former police officer now working as a bodyguard for Atsuko Satomi. The man stopped in front of Mitchell, and removed his sunglasses; his dark eyes looked deep into Mitchell’s, as if trying to read what was hidden there.
“Mister Ryan Mitchell?” said the man in flawless English.
“At your service,” replied Mitchell, with a smile and a slight, respectful bow.
The man, likewise, bowed. “Good day, sir, my name is Masaki Matsuda. I have been hired by the Satomi Corporation to protect Atsuko Satomi during her visit to the United States,” said the man, offering his hand to Mitchell in greeting.
“My pleasure,” replied Mitchell as he shook Matsuda’s firm hand. The man stood several inches shorter than Mitchell, with short, black hair and dark, almost black, eyes. He was in superb shape and moved easily, like a panther stalking its prey.
“My people told me that there were three of you in your security detail,” Mitchell said, looking over at the jet.
“That is correct. My men are still on the plane with Miss Satomi and her personal assistant. I told them all to wait inside while I checked things out before they disembarked.”
Mitchell took a liking to the man. It was obvious that he was a no-nonsense professional. He quickly briefed Matsuda on where they would be staying in D.C. before the unveiling of her father’s donated art at the gallery later tonight. This had all been pre-arranged last week between Mitchell and the Satomi Corporation, but he found that it was always good to go over the small details with the people he was working with, as things in his business had a habit of changing on the fly. With a quick, understanding nod, Matsuda walked back to the plane and climbed on board to brief his team. A few seconds later, Matsuda stepped back outside and then stood in front of the stairs, his body tense, ready to react at a moment’s notice.
Turning to the limo driver, a former Washington D.C. cop and now a tactical driving instructor at Polaris, Mitchell told him to pull the limo up beside the plane while he walked over.
The instant the limo stopped, Matsuda turned sideways, facing the nose of the plane, using his body as a shield, ready to protect Atsuko as she left the plane. A second later, a man dressed identically to Matsuda climbed down the stairs and opened the passenger door of the limo, his hand resting on his holstered pistol inside his jacket.
Mitchell looked back at the open door just as Atsuko Satomi walked off the plane. She was wearing an all-black suit with a white, open-collared shirt. Standing at just over five feet tall, she seemed exceptionally diminutive compared to Mitchell and her muscle-bound bodyguards. Seeing the open door of the waiting limo, Atsuko climbed down the stairs, calmly walked past Mitchell and then climbed into the white leather interior of the limo. She was followed by a young woman dressed in an unbuttoned black jacket, white shirt and a form-fitting, knee-length, black skirt. The woman said nothing; she quietly waited for the bodyguard to open her door on the far side of the vehicle, after ensuring Miss Satomi was comfortably seated inside.
Mitchell saw that their luggage had already been cross-loaded into the back of the Hummer; with that, he turned to look at Matsuda. “You and your people will follow in the Hummer. I’ll ride with Miss Satomi in the limo,” said Mitchell firmly.
“Mister Mitchell, it is my job to protect her,” protested Matsuda.
“Yes, but my people and I have been hired to assist you in ensuring that nothing goes wrong during her stay. However, from now until you board your jet for the return trip to Japan, I’ll call the shots,” said Mitchell. He was trying his best not to be overly blunt, but there could only be one Alpha male in charge, and he was it.
A flash of hesitation filled Matsuda’s eyes. It was obvious to Mitchell that he was used to getting his own way.
“Please,” Mitchell said to Matsuda, with a smile on his face as he waved to the idling Hummer parked right behind the limo. “My people and I know this city like the back of our hands and have already liaised with the local law enforcement agencies. Her physical security is still your responsibility. I am just here to make sure that Miss Satomi gets to and from the event safely.”
With a quick but reluctant nod, Matsuda ordered his two men to get into the Hummer.
Waiting until Matsuda and his men were in the Hummer; Mitchell walked over, opened the front passenger-side door on the Bentley, and then got in.
“To the Ritz Carlton?” asked the driver, a fiftyish, blonde-haired man with a thick moustache, confirming that there hadn’t been any changes to their original plan.
“To the Ritz,” replied Mitchell as he buckled himself in. A moment later, the car began to roll forward. Driving out of the hangar, the limo, closely followed by the Hummer, made its way past a long row of private jets, and then turned onto a road that led to a guarded gate adjacent to the highway. Quickly joining in with the busy noonday traffic, the limo was soon heading east on highway 267.
A red light buzzed on the dashboard. Mitchell pressed a button and a small television screen came on, showing the occupants in the back. Atsuko could see Mitchell on a much larger screen on the armored wall that separated the driver’s compartment from the passengers.
“Yes, Miss Satomi, how may I be of service?” asked Mitchell politely into the small camera mounted on the dash.
“Mister Mitchell?” said Atsuko with an accent that reminded him of someone from Southern California.
“Yes.”
“How long is the drive?”
“If traffic doesn’t get too bad and people don’t drive like fools in the rain, we should be at the Ritz-Carleton in less than two hours.”
“Very well, I hope it is not any longer than two hours. I don’t think I could take being cooped up inside your tank any longer than that.”
Mitchell smiled to himself. He remembered his discussions at Polaris about Atsuko and her disdain for extra security. “Please just sit back and enjoy the ride in this ten million dollar tank.”
“Pardon? Did you say this behemoth cost my father ten million dollars?” blurted out Atsuko.
“No, Miss Satomi, that’s how much it costs to buy. We’re just renting it for a couple of days.”
“Thank God, ten million dollars would have been an obscene amount of money to waste on me.”
“Your father, I suspect, would disagree with that statement. Besides, I’m not sure you can put a price on the safety of the people we care about.”
Atsuko sat quiet for a moment, reflecting on what Mitchell had just said. Slowly, she looked back up at the screen. “If money is no object, then why did your organization only send one man to look after me?”
“They didn’t,” said Mitchell with a grin. “There’re a few more of us on this assignment. Hopefully, you’ll never see them, and neither will anyone planning on doing you any harm while you are here. It kind of keeps everyone on their toes.”
“A very sound practice,” said Atsuko. With that, a small smile spread across her thin lips. Switching to Japanese, she started to talk with her personal assistant.
Mitchell reached over and switched off the camera. He looked out the window as the limo made its way to the capital. In the rearview mirror, he could see the black Hummer close behind; Mitchell didn’t expect anything to go wrong while Atsuko Satomi was in Washington. He had checked in with Luis Ortiz earlier in the day, he was told that there were no threats, credible or otherwise, reported by the FBI, Interpol, or the Japanese police themselves against Miss Satomi. Ortiz smiled when he told Mitchell that it should be a relatively quiet assignment. He went so far as to call it the perfect one for Mitchell and his team to dig their teeth into after being placed back on active duty. Still, something deep down bothered him. He couldn’t place his finger on it; his gut was telling him to be wary. Perhaps it’s only nerves, thought Mitchell. However, after being out of the field for several months, whatever it was gnawing at him, Mitchell intended to pay attention to it. He knew he wouldn’t be happy until he saw them all back on the plane and flying home to Japan.

The Ritz-Carlton, located on 22nd Street in the west end of Washington D.C., has some of the most exclusive and expensive suites in the entire city. Miss Satomi and her personal assistant were naturally booked into the Presidential Suite perched atop the hotel. With 1350 square feet, the room was larger than many people’s homes. Luxury here was not an option, with several bedrooms and a dining room that sat six, all for the low price of only six-thousand, five hundred dollars per night. Satisfied that the room was safe, Miss Satomi’s security detail guarded her door while Mitchell headed to the Gallery to check in with Jackson and Fahimah. He wanted to make sure that everything was set for tonight. After a few minutes of chatting with his friends, he was more than satisfied that they had it in hand. Mitchell said his good-byes and then made his way back to the Ritz-Carlton where he changed into a tailored tuxedo for the evening’s black-tie event.
With one last look in the mirror to make sure his shoulder holster wasn’t too obvious under his jacket, Mitchell decided to make one last quick call to Mike Donaldson and Luis. Both men said that there was absolutely nothing on the radar. Chiding Mitchell for his uncharacteristic caution, Donaldson made him promise to return Fahimah to work as soon as possible. Mitchell realized that Donaldson was lonely. The folks of the intelligence section stuck in the basement didn’t get too many visitors. Promising to personally walk Fahimah back home once the assignment was finished, Mitchell thanked them for their help and then ended the call. Better safe than sorry, flashed through Mitchell’s mind as he stepped out of his room and made his way down the long, red-carpeted hallway to the Presidential Suite. Standing guard outside of the room was one of Matsuda’s men. Statue-like, he stood there with his hands clasped in front of him, silent and rigid; even his breathing was shallow and controlled. The man was like a coiled spring waiting to strike.
When he saw Mitchell approach, the guard lifted his left arm and spoke into a mic hidden inside his jacket sleeve. A moment later, he nodded slightly at Mitchell and then opened the door so he could step inside. Met at the door by Matsuda’s second man, Mitchell smiled and then proceeded inside the palatial suite. He could hear a melody being played on the grand piano. Walking around a corner, he saw Atsuko sitting behind the piano. Mitchell had heard the tune hundreds of times in the past, but the name of the piece escaped him. He saw that Atsuko had changed into a pearl-gray suit with an open black shirt. Her head swayed as her delicate fingers danced over the piano’s keys. Smiling to himself, Mitchell was amazed at how truly talented and intelligent the young woman was. He had no doubt that she could succeed at whatever she put her mind to.
“Do you recognize the tune, Mister Mitchell?” asked Atsuko, without stopping or even looking over in Mitchell’s direction.
“Sorry, I do not,” replied Mitchell, wondering how she even knew that he was in the room.
“It’s the “Moonlight Sonata” by Beethoven. I find it quite relaxing. It allows me to focus my mind before I do something important.”
“Well, you play it beautifully,” replied Mitchell honestly. He saw that Atsuko Satomi was a striking woman with deep, almond-colored eyes, a slight up-turned nose, high cheeks, and a long delicate neck.

Atsuko stopped playing and turned on her bench, so she could look over at Mitchell. She was drawn to his penetrating blue-gray eyes. She had never seen such burning intensity in a man’s eyes before. He stood just over two meters tall, was quite handsome, and appeared to be in superb shape. His brown hair was cut short. He looked every bit the ex-special forces soldier whom she had been told would be looking after her. For a moment, she wondered if he was single, but quickly erased such thoughts from her mind. She was here for a very specific reason, and allowing herself to be distracted wouldn’t do… at least not tonight.
“Is everything set for tonight, Mister Mitchell?” asked Atsuko, turning her head slightly so she wouldn’t look into Mitchell’s eyes anymore.
“Yes. Everything is as it should be,” replied Mitchell, seeing the turn of the head away from him. Mitchell grinned to himself; for all her beauty, she wasn’t Jennifer March and that made him realize that he missed her even more. She was flying in tonight, but because of his assignment, he wouldn’t be able to pick her up from the airport. A friend of Jen’s would be meeting her, instead. The thought of being able to take her in his arms made him want this task to be over as soon as possible, so he could be with Jen.
“My assistant told me that the pieces my father has donated to the gallery arrived yesterday and are ready for unveiling tonight.”
“That is correct. The five items were cleared by customs this morning and are already in the hands of the gallery’s curators.”
“Have you ever seen any paintings from the Kakamura period, Mister Mitchell?”
“No, I don’t believe I ever have.”
“Well, you are in for a treat. These five paintings come from around 1180 A.D. and are considered to be unique. I don’t believe that there are five finer pictures in the world,” said Atsuko. A moment later, her assistant walked in the room and handed her a flute of champagne. None was offered to Mitchell, who would have declined it anyway. He never drank when he was on assignment.
“Your father is quite generous to donate these paintings to the Sackler Gallery,” said Mitchell.
“The Sackler Gallery is world renowned and has the largest collection of Asian art in all of the United States. It only seemed fitting to my father to present them as a gift for millions to see. Leaving them in his private collection of art seemed a waste,” said Atsuko as she sipped her drink.
The door to the room opened. Matsuda walked in. If Mitchell had thought that he looked calm before, he now looked positively glacial. His every move seemed to be choreographed with clockwork precision.
“It is time, Miss Satomi,” announced Matsuda in English. “Mister Mitchell’s limo is waiting downstairs to take you to the gallery.”
“Shall we?” said Mitchell to Atsuko with an inviting smile upon his face.
With a slight nod, Atsuko and her assistant fell into line behind Matsuda and one of his men; the other was already waiting at the far end of the hallway for the elevator to arrive. Closing the door behind them, Mitchell quickly dug out his phone and called Jackson to tell them that they were on their way. From beginning to end, Mitchell figured that they would be out of the hotel for no more than five hours.
His estimate wasn’t even close.
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Gobi Desert
Mongolia
Rolling up his window to block out the biting sand whipping across the road, Cardinal bemoaned the fact that the car’s air conditioning had stopped working two days ago. He had cleaned the filters himself and tried playing with the air-conditioning unit, but it was no use; the unit was shot and would have to be replaced when they returned their car in Beijing. After spending the better part of a week driving up and down the road leading to and from the border, they had begun exploring every side road and goat path they thought the students may have accidentally taken during the storm. Most faded away into nothing after a few kilometers, while some led them deep into the desert. No matter where they looked, they still had yet to find a single trace of the missing students or their vehicle.
Sam looked over at Cardinal. “Gord, I’m beginning to think that this is becoming an exercise in futility. If we don’t find something soon, I’m afraid that were going to have to head home soon and tell the parents that they would most likely never know what happened to their children.”
“Yeah, you may be right,” replied Cardinal.
Sam sat back in her seat, looking uncomfortable and irritated. She missed the air-conditioning far more than Cardinal did and was quickly running out of clean clothes to wear. Looking down at a map of the road in her hands, she bit her lip in frustration. The map was covered in red ink from where she had marked off all the dead-end roads that they had explored over the past few days. She was growing restless. Preferring to be out and about on her feet, driving back and forth along the rocky and sandy trails of the Gobi Desert was starting to get under her skin. Grabbing a bottle of water, she opened it and took a long swig, when from behind, coming like an apparition out of the blowing sand, sped a Mongolian Army jeep, missing their Rover by millimeters.
“Someone’s in a hurry,” said Cardinal, watching the vehicle quickly disappear from sight, swallowed up in the drifting sand.
“Watch out,” hollered Sam as another jeep came racing out of the sandstorm. This one driving straight down the middle of the road, honking its horn loudly.
Quickly turning the wheel hard over to the right, Cardinal jammed his foot down on the brake pedal. Sliding off the road, their Rover came to a shuddering halt. Sam and Cardinal watched as a couple more vehicles, closely followed by two trucks loaded with soldiers, hurriedly drove by.
“They looked like they were going somewhere fast,” said Sam, still looking through the windshield of their Rover, trying to see if there were any more vehicles coming their way.
“I wonder what could be going on?” said Cardinal, looking over at the map on Sam’s lap, trying to see if the road they were on went anywhere special.
“Feel like taking a look at what’s going on?” asked Sam as she quickly recorded their current position in her hand-held GPS, so they could find their way back if they got lost in the storm.
“As we’ve never been this far west before, I don’t see why not,” replied Cardinal. Placing the vehicle in gear, he edged back onto the road, driving carefully with one eye glued on the rearview mirror, just in case any more military vehicles decided to appear out of nowhere.
The storm abruptly stopped an hour later, allowing Sam and Cardinal to roll their windows down again, thankfully letting in some fresh air into their stiflingly hot Rover. Driving up onto a slight rocky rise, Cardinal brought their vehicle to a sudden stop. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw a military recovery truck dragging a civilian car off the road and into a makeshift parking lot that was filled with at least three dozen cars and trucks of all makes and sizes.
“Grab the binos out of the back,” said Cardinal to Sam as he backed their Rover off the crest of the rise and back into lower ground, so they wouldn’t be visible to the soldiers working below.
A minute later, Sam and Cardinal were outside on their stomachs, looking down into the parking lot. A small lizard sat on a rock sunning itself under the deep-blue sky, not paying the slightest bit of attention to them. They were both surprised to see several soldiers holding AK-47s in their hands, walking the perimeter of the vehicle lot. As a highly trained sniper, Cardinal had an eye for observing things, discerning even the smallest detail from hundreds of meters away. Slowly, he moved the binoculars over the abandoned vehicles, trying to determine just what was going on. Holding his gaze fixed on a battered looking Land Rover, Cardinal asked Sam to nip back to their vehicle and return with the information on the missing students’ Rover and to bring back her camera.
“No need. I memorized the information on the missing car, and I brought my camera with me,” said Sam with a wink at Cardinal, holding up her Nikon D3100 with its telephoto lens attached. Bringing the camera up to her eye, Sam zoomed in on the Rover.
Cardinal shook his head and grinned to himself. They had been together for so long that they had started to anticipate what the other person was going to say or do.
“Their Land Rover is a beige 2010 model. Just like the one in the parking lot,” explained Sam.
Cardinal read off the license plate number to Sam, who quickly confirmed that it was their vehicle. They had found the missing Land Rover. However, seeing the Mongolian Army moving so many vehicles into a guarded parking lot in the middle of nowhere left them both with more questions than answers.
Quickly taking a dozen pictures of the cars and the soldiers guarding them, Sam rolled over onto her side and recorded the position in her GPS and on her map, just in case the GPS went down.
“I hate to say it, but it’s getting late,” said Cardinal, looking down at his watch. “Even if we leave now, it’s going to be dark before we get back to our hotel.”
“We should get going,” Sam said. “We really need to send these pictures back to Mike and see what he makes of them.”
Cardinal nodded. He knew that the intelligence people back home could probably piece together what was happening and give them an idea on what they should do next. Carefully crawling back off the hill, they made their way back to their Rover. Cardinal started the engine, quickly turned the vehicle around, and then started to drive back the way they had come. Fifteen minutes later, a Mongolian Army MI-8 Hip helicopter popped up from behind a ridgeline running alongside the road. It was flying low enough that Sam could see the co-pilot pointing to them as it flew straight over their Rover.
“Looks like we’ve been spotted,” said Sam calmly as she watched the helicopter bank over and then head deeper into the desert.
“I think they’ve got bigger fish to fry than keeping tabs on our little old car,” replied Cardinal as they turned a bend in the road. Up ahead, he saw another column of army vehicles heading straight at them. Leaving plenty of room between themselves and the convoy, Sam and Cardinal sat in their vehicle as a half-dozen jeeps and old-fashioned, Soviet-style armored cars drove by them, sending a thick cloud of dust up into the sky.
Looking at the last vehicle in the convoy, Cardinal nearly fell out of his seat. “Sam, take a couple of photos of that vehicle before it disappears from sight!” Cardinal sat there shaking his head in disbelief.
“What was so important about that last vehicle?” asked Sam, checking the image in the view screen of her camera.
Cardinal kept his eyes fixed upon the road as he spoke. “That was a BRDM-2, a Soviet-era armored car used for reconnaissance.”
“So?”
“Did you see the long rectangular boxes on the back of it?”
“Yes, I have a good shot of them,” replied Sam, showing the image in her camera to Cardinal.
“Well, my love, that was, to be precise, a BRDM-2RKh — a chemical and radiological reconnaissance vehicle. Whatever is happening out in the desert is not good news,” said Cardinal soberly.
“Oh my God,” said Sam, staring back out into the vast expanse of the rocky desert. “What could have happened out there?”
“I don’t know, but we need to get a hold of Donaldson ASAP before the Mongolians get suspicious and detain us for poking our noses where it isn’t wanted.” With that, Cardinal placed their Rover in gear and jammed his foot down on the gas pedal. The sooner they were on the road heading north, the better.
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The Arthur M. Sackler Gallery
Washington, D.C.
Turning off Independence Avenue, the silver-and-blue Bentley Mulsanne with Mitchell, Atsuko, and her aide inside headed down the narrow and winding ramp built beside the gallery that led beneath the National Mall.
Built as an open-air park, the National Mall was one of the main tourist attractions in Washington D.C., with over twenty-four million visitors a year. The spacious, tree-lined area between Constitution and Independence Avenues extended from the Washington Monument to the U.S. Capitol Building. At just over three kilometers in length, it’s a popular destination for people to walk while they sightsee. The ten museums of the Smithsonian Institution, located within the heart of the capitol, offered visitors a variety of unique exhibits, ranging from all kinds of art to the exploration of space. Some of the other major attractions included the Lincoln memorial, the Botanical Garden, and the many solemn memorials to America’s veterans.
They stopped to have their identification verified by a female Parks Service Police Officer; the limo and its accompanying Hummer proceeded down into the well-lit basement of the gallery. Closed to the public, the underground entrance was for the delivery of new items to the gallery and for VIPs to use, allowing them a small degree of privacy when visiting. Turning a corner, Mitchell could see a delegation of people waiting to greet Miss Satomi. There were several young women dressed in red-and-gold silk kimonos standing beside an open elevator. Just in front of them was an attractive, middle-aged woman in a long, black evening dress with a strand of pearls around her slender neck, her fine gray hair pulled up into a bun on the back of her head. Mitchell recognized her from his briefing file as Mrs. Olivia North, the gallery’s director. Waiting with the director was the Japanese Ambassador to the United States. Wearing a tailor-made, light-gray suit, the ambassador stood there beaming, a smile on his weathered face as the limo came to a smooth halt in front of the greeting party.
Quickly exiting the limo, Mitchell made his way over to Atsuko’s door and then waited. Looking about, Mitchell noted that there were several men hanging about just out of view of a local news camera crew recording the event. Mitchell knew that the men were the security detail for the ambassador. Matsuda’s men silently exited the Hummer and took up posts around the limo.
Mitchell waited a second and then opened the door. With a polite nod at Mitchell, Atsuko stepped out of the vehicle, followed immediately by her ever-close assistant, who knew the protocol drills by heart and hung back slightly. Speaking in fluent Japanese, Mrs. North introduced herself and the Japanese Ambassador to Atsuko, who delicately shook hands with both before following the director to the open elevator, where a Japanese-American exchange student wearing traditional clothing met her. Bowing respectfully, the young woman handed Atsuko a bouquet of white roses. With a smile, Atsuko graciously accepted the flowers and then deftly handed them off to her assistant.
“We are in the basement and on our way up,” said Mitchell quietly. Jackson and Fahimah responded in his earpiece. His friends had been in the gallery for hours already, scoping out the throng of invited guests as they arrived for the unveiling. All told, Mitchell knew that between his people, Matsuda’s, the ambassador’s close protection detail, and the Park police, that there were around twenty security personnel on duty tonight. More than sufficient for a group of amateur eco-terrorists, thought Mitchell as he and Matsuda’s men stepped into the elevator.
The Arthur M. Sackler Gallery was home to thousands of pieces of Asian art. Japanese, Chinese, Korean, and Indian art dating back centuries graced the walls of the gallery. The complex was over 115,000 square feet, with less than half of it being open to the public. Ninety-six percent of the gallery was built underground.
The elevator ride was short. Coming out on the third floor, they were met by more representatives from the Japanese community in Washington. Mitchell saw that the gallery had a diamond-shaped fountain built into the floor. Pink-and-gray granite covered the floors and walls of the gallery.
For the next hour, Atsuko Satomi was ushered around the gallery, meeting one prominent person after another. There were people from the business, diplomatic, scientific, and artistic communities who had all come to meet the rising young dragon from Japan. Mitchell stayed off to one side, keeping a close eye on the crowd. He couldn’t believe how easily Atsuko flowed through the crowds, greeting each person with a warm smile on her face and a polite handshake. It would have driven Mitchell crazy to be this polite with so many strangers. Matsuda and his men were far too conspicuous in their dress and demeanor, but they knew their job and gave Atsuko the space she needed to move freely through the crowded rooms in the gallery.
“I’d rather be at the movies,” said a friendly voice behind Mitchell.
Without turning about, Mitchell said, “Cartoons don’t count.”
“Hey, Pixar makes some great stuff,” shot back Jackson.
Turning around, Mitchell looked straight at Nate Jackson, standing there looking bored to death in his snug tuxedo.
“You really should get yourself a new tux.”
“I will when I lose a few pounds,” replied Jackson, tugging at his tight tuxedo jacket.
“So never, then.”
“If you buy me a new one, I’ll wear it.”
“There’s no chance of that ever happening. Jen can spend my money well enough, thank you.”
Watching Atsuko chat with a delegation from the University of Columbia, Jackson said, “How much longer is she going to spend socializing with the local bigwigs?”
Mitchell looked down at his watch. “Not too much longer. She’ll be heading upstairs soon for the unveiling. After that, some more schmoozing, and then it’s straight back to the hotel for the remainder of the evening.”
“Thank God. I brought the wrong shoes with me,” complained Jackson. “These ones are killing my feet.”
“I’d feel sorry for you, but I can’t. You’re the one who beat it into me in the army that good footwear makes all the difference.”
“Yeah, okay, whatever, Captain. For our first assignment since coming off the crap list, this is one dull mission.”
“Let’s just hope it stays that way for a few more hours, and then we can say good-bye to Miss Satomi and head back home ourselves.”
“Have you seen Fahimah yet?”
“No, where is she?” asked Mitchell, looking around the room.
“That would be no fun. All I can tell you is that she’s somewhere on the second floor,” said Jackson as he grabbed a few scallops wrapped in bacon off a tray as it went past. Popping them all in his mouth, Jackson winked and then faded back into the crowd.
Mitchell watched Atsuko as she handed yet another gift to her long-suffering aide, who was now being assisted by a young employee of the gallery. Together they were taking all of the gifts to a table in a side room to be looked after until after the show was finished. Mitchell followed Atsuko and the gallery director as they began to climb the pink granite grand staircase that led all the way to the top of the building. On the second floor, Miss Satomi was introduced to a couple of major-league baseball players from Japan. Both men were dressed in silk suits that easily cost over ten grand apiece. Mitchell was surprised to see how many people had come out for the unveiling. He guessed that there were over five hundred people spread out on the three floors. While Miss Satomi worked the crowd, Mitchell tried spotting Fahimah. Looking past the people congregating around Atsuko, he soon found her.
Standing there in a full-length, Persian blue-silk caftan with matching headscarf, Fahimah was easily the most stunningly beautiful woman in the room. She looked as if she had just walked out of a fashion magazine and into the gallery. Standing beside Fahimah was a short, fat, balding man, more than twice her age, trying his best to sweet-talk her. Upon seeing Mitchell, her eyes lit up, and with a look of desperation on her face, she mouthed help. Mitchell smiled to himself, and quietly strolled through the crowd until he arrived at Fahimah’s side.
“Ah, there you are, my dear,” said Mitchell, with a warm smile at Fahimah. “I have been looking for you for hours.”
The short man looked up at Mitchell. He was about to say something, but when he saw the determined look in his eyes, he gulped, and with a quick nod at Fahimah, he slunk away from her and never looked back.
“Thank you,” said Fahimah, feeling relieved that the annoying toad had left.
“You should have just told him to go away.”
“I tried,” said Fahimah shaking her head. “He just wouldn’t quit.”
“Well, I can see why; you look truly beautiful tonight,” Mitchell said honestly.
Fahimah felt her cheeks flush. “You’re not supposed to notice things like that, Mister Mitchell.”
“Impossible. Jen may have stolen my heart, but I would have to be dead not to notice your beauty.”
“Please, you’re embarrassing me. You’re my boss. Besides, Miss Satomi looks like she is ready to head upstairs,” pointed out Fahimah, looking past Mitchell.
Looking back, Mitchell was surprised to see Atsuko already making her way back onto the staircase leading up to the first floor. Glancing down at his watch, he saw that she was a full thirty minutes ahead of schedule. Thinking it odd, he left Fahimah’s side and quickly made his way through the crowd, pushing past an already inebriated man and his wife until he stood beside Atsuko.
“Pardon me,” said Mitchell politely, “Miss Satomi, you’re not supposed to be upstairs until nine o’clock.”
“Mister Mitchell, I’m growing weary of all of this socializing,” replied Satomi. She stifled a yawn. “For some reason, the jet lag is really getting to me tonight. I’d like to wrap things up as quick as I can so I can head back to the hotel and get a few hours’ sleep before I leave in the morning. The gallery’s director has assured me that speeding things up for me isn’t a problem. She said that everything was already in place and that everyone would be invited upstairs to the lobby for the unveiling right away.”
“As you wish,” said Mitchell, wishing that she would adhere to the pre-arranged schedule. Looking over at Matsuda, he saw the same look of discomfort in his eyes. They were both highly trained professionals and knew that changes made on the spur of the moment tended to end badly. Quickly informing his people of the change, Mitchell followed Atsuko upstairs into the spacious lobby.
At the far end of the lobby stood the five paintings concealed under delicate white silk covers. Beside them stood a lectern with a microphone. Already, people had begun to make their way up from below. The catering staff, unaware of the change in timing, tried their best to keep the drinks and finger food moving through the growing crowd. The noise in the lobby soon grew deafening as more and more people filled the room. Deciding that he had best find a good place to observe from, Mitchell made his way over to the side of the lobby. Standing there, he watched as Atsuko and Mrs. North chatted for a few minutes while they waited for all of the other VIPs to arrive. The first two rows of chairs directly in front of the lectern were reserved for the Japanese Ambassador and several dozen of the richest men and women in attendance. As soon as Mrs. North judged that the lobby was as full as it was going to be, she stepped over to the lectern and then in English and Japanese, she asked for everyone’s attention. Slowly, the lobby grew quiet as Atsuko Satomi moved over behind the lectern.
She bowed her head slightly toward Mrs. North, and then spoke to the crowd in English and Japanese. “I would like to thank all of you for coming. It is because of my father’s love of art that he has decided to donate these pieces to the gallery.” Polite applause filled the room every time she paused.
With a practiced eye, Mitchell began to scan the crowd. He smiled when he saw Fahimah standing off to one side, fending off the unwanted advances of another older man. Jackson was nowhere to be seen. As they had discussed days before the event, Mitchell knew that his friend was probably farther back, checking out the people from another angle. Matsuda and his men were prominent and close to Atsuko, their eyes scanning the crowd for any potentially hostile threats.
The applause rose higher as the Japanese Ambassador was invited to help Atsuko unveil the art. A couple of international reporters moved in front of the exhibit, jockeying with one another for the best position to take their pictures.

About midway through the crowd, a young Asian woman, wearing a dark gray business suit, stood quietly watching the speech. When the timer on her watch beeped three times, she calmly looked about the room and saw that everyone’s attention was fully on Miss Satomi. Looking as if she was searching for something, she reached into her expensive Guess purse and pressed a small button on a device concealed inside. On the other side of the lobby, another, identically attired woman did the same thing. Letting go of her purse, the woman turned on her heel and stepped back into the crowd. Soon gray smoke, like a genie escaping out of the bottle, began to rise up out of her purse.
“Fire,” yelled out a terrified voice from somewhere in the crowd. Within a second, another voice screamed fire, followed by several more panicked cries as the smoke began to fill the lobby. Someone pulled the fire alarm. Instantly, the room filled with the sound of a siren wailing, adding to the growing fear and confusion sweeping through the gallery.

“Damn, we’ve got trouble,” said Mitchell as he watched the crowd begin to panic and push away from the billowing smoke. Some of the people ran toward the lobby entrance, some for the stairs while others surged to the back of the lobby, pushing over those still in their seats. Screams of fear and panic quickly filled the air.
“Ryan, I don’t see any flames,” said Jackson calmly, from his position near the front entrance.
“Neither do I,” added Fahimah, from the side of the hall.
“Something’s up. Be alert,” said Mitchell. Jackson moved so he could see anyone coming or going from the gallery while Fahimah made her way to the tall staircase and started to descend down to the bottom floor, aiming to reach their vehicles, waiting below.
Already Matsuda and his men had encircled Atsuko and were trying to push their way through the smoke and the panicked crowd to the doors at the front of the lobby. Mitchell had told Matsuda to make for the stairs and their cars, but he could see that Matsuda had decided otherwise. Silently cursing the man for not listening, Mitchell could only follow them. He hoped that Fahimah would hear what was going on and bring their vehicles up onto the street as quick as she could.
A shot rang out, quickly followed by another. The fear and panic that gripped the crowd boiled over as people turned violent and began to push one another aside or simply stepped on those unfortunate souls who had fallen to the floor. Mitchell ducked as the shots rang through the lobby. He pulled out his Glock 9mm and pulled back on the slide, loading a round into the chamber before pushing his way through the mob, trying to join Matsuda before he lost sight of them in the teeming crowd.
The lead man in Matsuda’s detail could see the entrance to the lobby. Pushing his way as best he could through the frightened mob, he saw a woman staggering toward him, blood covering her slender face.
“Please help me,” she pleaded in Japanese to the bodyguard.
Momentarily turning his eyes away from the door and at the injured woman, the man never saw another woman in the crowd step out from behind a tall man, a small silenced pistol in her hand. Without hesitating, she fired one shot, killing the bodyguard, his head snapping back as his body tumbled to the ground.
“Down!” yelled Matsuda to Atsuko as he pushed her to the floor while he tried to bring up his pistol to shoot the attacker. Only he was too late. Two more women moved in for the kill from behind. In an instant, it was over. Matsuda and his men were all dead. With her eyes wide and terrified, Atsuko was grabbed from behind by two of the women and hauled toward the front door.
Mitchell heard the shots and the screams of the people in front of him as he fought to get closer to Matsuda. A second later, the crowd parted. Mitchell saw a blood-covered floor. Gritting his teeth, he grabbed the arm of a man blocking his way and threw him aside as he tried to reach Atsuko. With his heart racing in his chest, Mitchell moved beside her, his pistol in his hand, his eyes searching the crowd for the people who had killed Matsuda and his men. He saw nothing but the scared look in the eyes of the people in the crowd as they pushed one another out of the way, trying to get out of the smoke-filled room. Mitchell knew that he couldn’t waste time standing around. Reaching over for Atsuko, he went to pull her back into the crowd with him for safety when he realized that the woman standing beside the dead bodies of Matsuda and his men wasn’t Atsuko Satomi. She was dressed identically and had the same exact hairstyle, but she wasn’t Atsuko. Quickly stepping past the girl, Mitchell peered into the smoke and surging mass of people, but couldn’t see Atsuko anywhere. Instead, for the first time tonight, he saw three other women dressed identically as Miss Satomi looking over at him, a smug look of satisfaction on all of their faces.
“We’ve got a problem. I’ve lost Atsuko,” said Mitchell bitterly. “Also, be careful, there are a whole bunch of women running around in here, made up to look just like her.”
“I know, one just ran past me,” said Fahimah in Mitchell’s earpiece.
“I’m at the front entrance, and she hasn’t passed me yet,” said Jackson.
“Good, I’m coming to you,” said Mitchell as he turned his back on the Atsuko lookalike and tried making his way around a panicked couple who were trying not to step in the deep-red blood spilled all over the slippery granite floor. He had barely moved his feet when he felt something hard strike his back. Turning his head, he saw the doppelganger standing there with a dumbfounded look on her face. Mitchell saw a Taser held in her hand, the wires trailing to the darts lodged into his back, and he could smell the electricity in the air. He sent a right hook straight at the girl’s head, sending her flying backward onto the floor. Reaching behind him, he angrily pulled out the wires and the darts from his back and then looked down for the woman, only to see that, like a ghost, she had already vanished into the crowd. Shaking his head, Mitchell realized he was being toyed with. He was relieved that the liquid-armor vest he was wearing under his tuxedo jacket had performed magnificently. Built with sheer thickening fluid, a new and unique mixture of Polyethylene glycol and silica nanoparticles, it was liquid under normal conditions but instantly thickened and became as hard as ceramic when force was applied, forming body armor on demand around the spots where the darts had struck his back.
The cloud from what he assumed had to be two smoke grenades slowly began to dissipate, allowing Mitchell to see both the staircase and the entrance of the lobby. He saw that the crowd had now split in two. Some were pushing their way to the staircase while the majority were still heading for the exit, covered by Jackson. Mitchell had no doubt in his mind that Atsuko’s kidnappers would try to leave via the front door, mixed in with the surging mass.

Fahimah was nearing the third floor when she heard shots echo down from above. She thought about reaching for the pistol concealed in her purse, but quickly thought otherwise. A Muslim running about with a pistol in her hand will most likely draw fire instead of help. Besides, she knew that she was an analyst, not a real field agent like Mitchell and Jackson. Instead, she swiftly made her way down to the bottom floor and then called for the drivers of the limo and Hummer to be ready in a moment’s notice to leave, should Mitchell call for them. Her heart was racing in her chest. Pausing to catch her breath, Fahimah took a quick look around and saw one of the women dressed like Atsuko Satomi standing near the elevator, looking nervously over her shoulder while she waited for it to arrive. Taking a deep breath to calm her beating heart, Fahimah walked toward the woman, not really sure what she was going to do, only that she had to do something.
The doors to the elevator chimed and then slid open.
“Hey, you, stop!” called out Fahimah as the woman went to enter the elevator.
Turning her head slightly, the double saw Fahimah barely five meters from her. In a flash, she dropped her purse, brought up a small .22 caliber pistol, and fired it straight at Fahimah. At this range, she couldn’t miss.
In Fahimah’s mind, she saw the pistol and nothing else. Less than a second later, she doubled over from the impact of the bullet hitting her midsection. She never heard the sound of the pistol firing, or the screams of the terrified guests, only the sound of her heart rhythmically beating in her ears as she tumbled down onto the cold, granite-tiled floor. Pain and fear filled her body and mind. Gasping for air, it felt as if her chest was held in a vise that was slowly pushing the life out of her. Fahimah struggled to turn her head. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the elevator doors sliding shut. The image forever burnt into her mind was the look of regret on her attacker’s face as the doors closed. As she struggled to breathe, Fahimah’s world began to narrow into an ever-constricting tunnel. A second later, she blacked out.

Pushed back against the glass doors, Jackson fought against being swept outside as the sea of people rushed past him and out into the open. He could hear sirens in the distance, but they would arrive too late to help, of that he had no doubt. Towering over most of the patrons, Jackson tried to spot Atsuko in the throng of panicked guests, but it was proving fruitless. He had already seen three women who looked just like her, but none of them looked to have been in any distress. At the back of the crowd, he spotted Mitchell fighting his way through the mob. Raising his hand to wave, Jackson noticed a young Asian woman in a dark gray suit step out of the onrushing swarm. Before he could react, she jammed a handheld Taser into his right thigh. In less than a second, his muscles constricted throughout his body. Burning pain seemed everywhere. White light filled his vision as Jackson dropped to the floor, his body covered in sweat. He could feel his leg still twitching involuntarily from where he had been struck.
“Jesus, Nate, are you all right?” asked a voice, barely audible over the sound of the stampeding people’s feet rushing past Jackson’s head.
When he opened his eyes, Jackson at first saw a blur and then slowly his eyes focused on Mitchell pulling him away from the rush of people. Mitchell propped his friend up against the wall.
“Some Asian girl stepped out of the crowd and used a Taser on me,” mumbled Jackson as he fought to control his ragged breathing. He had never been subjected to a Taser before; it even hurt to breathe. In that instant, he knew he would never again make light of the time Mitchell had been attacked by a thug with a Taser in Charleston.
“Seems to be a lot of that happening here tonight,” replied Mitchell as he quickly undid Jackson’s bow tie and the first couple of buttons on his dress shirt, allowing him to breathe easier.
“Have you found Miss Satomi?” asked Jackson, starting to feel a fraction of a bit better now that he could breathe.
Mitchell looked over his shoulder and said, “No, no I haven’t, and I don’t think that this was the work of some amateur eco-terrorists, either.”
A new voice filled both Mitchell and Jackson’s earpieces. “Agent down! I repeat agent down!” Both men recognized the voice of Bill Masters, the limo driver.
Dread filled Mitchell’s heart. “Report, Bill,” said Mitchell, knowing there could only be one response.
“Miss Nazaria has been shot. I’m with her on the third floor. An ambulance is on its way,” succinctly reported Masters.
Their simple assignment had degenerated into a bloody nightmare. Atsuko had been kidnapped, Matsuda and his men lay dead on the floor of the lobby, and now Fahimah had been shot. Everyone involved had grossly underestimated the opposition, and it had cost them dearly. Mitchell felt the muscles in his jaw tighten. Someone was going to pay, and he intended to collect.
Mitchell felt a hand on his shoulder. Looking over, he saw Jackson grimace as he tried standing. “I’ll head below and check on Fahimah. You find Miss Satomi before it’s too late.” Leaning his back against the wall, Jackson just needed a few more seconds before he could move about on his own.
With a nod, Mitchell patted his friend on the shoulder. Then with anger swelling in his heart, he charged into the crowd, pushing people aside until he stood in the open. The cool night air felt refreshing on his face. Turning on his heel, he could see people streaming to the exit on Independence Avenue while a few others made their way along the pathways beside the Haupt Garden. Some of the terrified guests lay on the ground, struggling to breathe, suffering from the effects of smoke inhalation. All around him, mayhem reigned. Looking back over his shoulder, Mitchell could see a couple of mounted police officers making their way through the panicked mob of people streaming away from the gallery. No matter where he looked, he couldn’t see Atsuko. His rage began to boil up inside him. He couldn’t believe how badly things had gone tonight, when he unexpectedly heard the sound of a motorcycle engine coming toward him. Like the Red Sea parting for Moses, the crowd moved aside as two black-and-yellow motorcycles, driven by a pair of riders dressed in all-black leather clothing, their faces hidden under shiny black helmets, raced through the crowd and came to a sliding halt in front of a group of women. Almost right away, two of the women jumped on the back of the idling bikes. Mitchell swore one of the women was Atsuko Satomi. She was no longer wearing her gray jacket but a black one. No wonder he had lost her in the crowd. He sprinted after the two bikes.
“Stop those bikes,” yelled Mitchell as loud as he could at the two mounted police officers as he vaulted over a man helping a woman lying on the redbrick pathway. Landing like a sprinter doing the hurdles, Mitchell jumped over a couple more people as he closed in on the bikes.
A head turned. Seeing Mitchell charging his way toward them, one of the women said something to the lead motorbike driver, who looked over and then leaned down over the bike’s handlebar. A second later, she popped the clutch and revved her bike’s engine. Like a horse waiting at the start line of a race, the motorbike leapt forward and then began to weave its way through the throng of people standing about in-between the garden and the other buildings lining the path, closely followed by the bike with Atsuko on it.
Mitchell saw all of the other Asian women, less one, fade away into the crowd. Stepping forward to block Mitchell’s path, her eyes burnt with resolve. She reached behind her back and pulled out a small sword. Gripping it tight between her hands, she balanced her weight between her feet and calmly waited for her opponent to arrive.
Mitchell saw the woman standing there with a sword in her hands and Mitchell swerved to his right, trying to avoid the woman. As fast as he could, he kept running; he had no time to waste with her, not while Atsuko Satomi was still in sight.
With a snarl on her lips, the woman saw the move and ran at Mitchell, intent on stopping him.
Quickly looking over his shoulder, Mitchell tried to see where the two police officers were, but saw that they had stopped to help the people behind him. With only feet to go before he smashed into the woman, Mitchell dug his heels in and stopped sharply, reaching behind his back for his pistol. He drew it and took aim.
Challenging him in Japanese, the woman raised the gleaming blade above her head and then, with a loud cry, she went to bring it down on his head, when Mitchell fired a single shot, killing her. The woman’s body fell to the ground with a smoking hole blown into her forehead. Mitchell regretted killing her. He would have preferred to take her alive, so the police could have interrogated her, but there had been no time, and she had been hell-bent on killing him. He placed his pistol into a jacket pocket. Mitchell sprinted once more after the escaping bikes. Behind him, one of the police officers heard the shot and hurried to get back onto his horse.
Up ahead, the bikes turned to the left and disappeared from sight behind several tall trees. Mitchell was a distance runner, not a sprinter; his lungs and legs burnt as he ran as fast as he could in his dress shoes. Turning in front of a tall, red-bricked building, Mitchell could see the bikes trying to make their way through a throng of people coming in from Jefferson Drive, all blissfully unaware of the bedlam unfolding mere meters away.
From behind, Mitchell heard the sound of a horse’s hooves steadily clopping loudly on the path as it galloped up behind him.
“Stop, sir,” said an authoritative voice from behind.
Mitchell could see a young police officer chasing after him. He had no time to explain what was going on. Mitchell dug deep in his gut and poured it on, hoping to the catch the two bikes before they made it to the road now barely a few meters away.
“I said stop, sir,” said the rider as he leaned forward on his horse and tried grabbing the collar of Mitchell’s tuxedo jacket with his outstretched hand.
Something inside Mitchell snapped; he had had enough crap for one evening. Turning on a dime, he reached out, grabbed the rider by his arm, and then in one swift move pulled him right off of his horse, sending him tumbling to the grassy ground. Before the officer was aware that he was no longer on his horse, Mitchell had swung himself up into the saddle. Quickly jamming his feet into the stirrups, Mitchell grabbed hold of the horse’s reins and then with a cry of encouragement, he slapped the horse’s flanks and was rewarded with a loud neigh as the horse took off after the bikes.
A passing bystander helped the stunned police officer to his feet. Reaching for his Motorola, he reported that he had been attacked and that a man in a tuxedo had stolen his horse and was heading for the park.
Yelling as loud as he could, Mitchell called on the people in his way to move aside. Seeing a screaming lunatic on a horse galloping toward them, the crowd instinctively began to split apart, allowing Mitchell’s horse to ride straight through them. Mitchell looked up over the horse’s bobbing head, he saw the two bikes race straight across Jefferson Drive and then, without slowing down, they kept on going straight into the park. With a pat of encouragement on the horse’s neck, Mitchell tried to close the growing gap between himself and the speeding motorbikes. Having ridden a horse for years growing up on a farm in Minnesota, Mitchell was more than comfortable in the saddle. As he approached the crossing, people dashed out of his way as his horse galloped across the busy street, ignoring the blare of car horns and hurled insults of the drivers as it raced after the bikes. Over the jumbled noise of the angered drivers, Mitchell could hear the welcome sound of sirens converging from all over the National Mall.
High above the National Mall, a dark gray helicopter swooped out of the night sky, racing after the fleeing motorbikes. The co-pilot, seeing Mitchell on horseback chasing after them, relayed the information to both the drivers, who turned their heads in unison and looked back. With a quick nod at the driver of the second bike, the lead bike peeled away and turned back toward Mitchell, while the motorbike with Atsuko on it kept going.
Mitchell heard the roar of helicopter’s engine as it flew right over him. He looked up into the air and saw a darkened shape, like a prehistoric beast, fly out of the dark to the far end of the park. A few seconds later, it began to slow down for a landing. Mitchell swore; he had no doubt that they intended to place Atsuko on board and make their getaway in the helicopter before the police could arrive in force to stop them.
Mitchell was surprised to see that one of the bikes had turned about and was now racing straight at him. He could see that the passenger sitting behind the driver had a pistol in her hand. Reaching into his tuxedo jacket pocket, he pulled out his pistol and then leaned as far forward as he could on his horse, giving his opponent less of a target to shoot at. Mitchell lined up the onrushing bike on his right side so he could get a clearer shot. People who had gone for a pleasant nighttime stroll in the park scrambled out of the way as the two adversaries, like knights at a tournament in mediaeval England, charged toward one another. He took a deep breath, looked over his pistol’s sights and then waited. He knew firing from a charging horse was a crapshoot at best, but he had no other choice.
Within seconds, they were barely twenty meters apart. The bike’s passenger fired first. The shot missed, but not by much. Mitchell heard the bullet snap through the air as it sailed right over his head. Waiting one more second until the bike was barely a few meters away, Mitchell aimed and then pulled the trigger. Hit in the chest, the driver let go of the handlebar and then slid down the side of the racing bike. Propelled on by its own speeding momentum, the bike sped past Mitchell, and then a second later began to wobble uncontrollably as the driver fell from the motorbike onto the grassy field. The passenger hit the ground, rolling end over end, until she came to a stop when she plowed into a young couple walking their dog.
Turning his attention to the other bike, Mitchell swore as the bike came to a sliding halt. In a flash, the driver and Atsuko were off the bike and into an open door on the side of the helicopter. With a curse on his lips, Mitchell pulled back hard on his horse’s reins just as the helicopter revved its powerful engine and began to rise effortlessly up from the ground, its rotors sending grass and dirt swirling up into the air, blinding Mitchell. He brought up his hand to block the rotor wash. Mitchell looked up into the night sky at the helicopter banked hard over, began to pick up speed, and then quickly vanished from sight. Climbing down from his borrowed horse, Mitchell let out a cry of rage and anger. He was furious at the people who had taken Atsuko and had shot Fahimah. He was pissed at those who had screwed up the intelligence information, and more than that, he was furious at himself for letting it all happen.
He placed his pistol back into its holster in the small of his back. Mitchell decided to check on the bike’s passenger; perhaps she could be persuaded to shed some light on what the hell was going on. Red and white lights cut through the night as several police cruisers raced out onto the open field. Seeing the bike, with its driver laying facedown on the ground, Mitchell looked about trying to find the passenger among the growing crowd of onlookers, many of whom had their phones out and were excitedly chatting among themselves or were busy recording the grisly scene. Nothing like an accident or a shooting to bring out the morbid curiosity of people, thought Mitchell.
All of a sudden, he heard the terrified scream from a woman pierce the din. Mitchell saw the crowd race apart; standing there was the passenger of the bike with a short sword held tightly in her hands. Her clothing was dirty and torn from where she had hit the ground. Blood covered the right side of her face from a deep cut on her forehead. Yelling at the top of her lungs, the woman raised the sword over her head and then with hate and fury etched on her face, she began to run at Mitchell. Instinctively, he went for his pistol, but at the last second, he stopped: he needed the woman alive. Stepping back slightly, Mitchell took a deep breath, braced himself and waited. Some people, thinking it was all a stunt, began to cheer aloud and look about for the hidden movie cameras, only they couldn’t have been more mistaken. Within seconds, the woman was less than an arm’s reach from Mitchell.
When he saw the deadly look in her eyes, Mitchell knew that he had one chance to guess correctly how she was going to attack, or he would end up lying on the ground, dead with a sword sticking out of him. With one last deep cry, the woman jumped up into the air, intending to bring her sword down straight onto Mitchell’s head. Diving forward, Mitchell rolled over on his shoulder and came up on his feet, just as the woman slashed her sharp blade through thin air, hitting the ground where he had been. A loud cheer and excited clapping filled the air; the growing crowd was enjoying the spectacle. Mitchell thought the same people would have cheered on two Roman gladiators as they fought to the death in ancient Rome.
Agilely landing on her feet, the woman spun about and turned to face Mitchell. She brought her sword back slightly and said something in Japanese that was lost to him, although he suspected that she was telling him to say his last prayers before she ran him through. Like a big cat approaching its prey, the woman moved slowly and deliberately at Mitchell.
The sound of sirens grew louder by the second. Mitchell began to wonder what was going to arrive first, the police or his own death.
With a snarl on her upturned lips, the woman swung the sword at Mitchell’s exposed midsection. When he saw the flash of the blade as it swung at him, Mitchell jumped back, but not quick enough. Pain shot through his arm as the razor-sharp blade cut through his jacket. Gritting his teeth, Mitchell shot his right hand out and grabbed the outstretched hand of his attacker. He pulled back with all his might, yanked the woman off her feet. Without letting go of her arm, Mitchell balled up his left fist and tried smashing it into her face. Only his attacker was far more nimble and more proficient in the martial arts than Mitchell was. She ducked down, shot her leg out and swept Mitchell’s feet out from under him. Both people, still locked in their deadly embrace, fell to the ground.
Another loud cheer rang out.
The woman may have had the advantage before, but now that they were rolling around on the ground, Mitchell’s size and weight negated her skill and agility. No matter how hard she struggled, she couldn’t shake off Mitchell. Baring her teeth, she growled like an enraged animal and tried biting Mitchell’s sweat-covered face.
He had had enough. Rolling over on top of his attacker, Mitchell sat up and pinned her down with his weight. He pulled his left hand free and sent it flying into the woman’s face, breaking her nose. Blood ran like a red river down her face. He hauled his hand back to strike once more when Mitchell heard a voice from behind.
“Freeze and keep your hands where I can see them!” warned a tall black police officer with his pistol drawn.
With his hand in the air, Mitchell froze in place. He knew it was best not to make any sudden movements around people who had guns trained on you. It was only then that he noticed that he was covered in sweat and how ragged and labored his breathing had become. He was more than relieved to see the police quickly form a ring around himself and the Japanese woman.
“Let go of the woman and step back,” ordered the black police officer.
“She has a sword,” pointed out Mitchell.
“Get it,” said the officer to his partner, who warily stepped forward and took the gleaming blade from the bloodied woman’s hand.
Mitchell slowly stood up and moved back slightly from his attacker.
Raising her head slightly, the woman saw the ring of police officers closing in on her. In an instant, she was up onto her feet, taking one last look at Mitchell. She smiled and then shot her hand inside her jacket, reaching for something. Shots split the air as three of the officers fired. The woman opened her mouth to say something but only a bloody gurgle escaped her lips; a second later, her dead body fell over onto its side.
The black police officer moved over to the body and opened the dead woman’s jacket, searching for a concealed weapon. When he found none, he looked over at Mitchell, a puzzled look on his face.
“She wanted you to kill her,” said Mitchell, shaking his head at such reckless fanaticism. He felt tired and cold as he felt the adrenaline began to leave his body.
“Why would she do that?” asked the officer.
“I don’t know. I really don’t know. You had best get your people to inform the FBI that a kidnapping has occurred and that they should be looking for a dark gray civilian-pattern AS550 Eurocopter.”
“You Mitchell?” asked a police lieutenant who had just arrived.
“Yeah,” he replied wearily.
“Come with me, I have a car waiting to take you to the George Washington University Hospital,” said the officer.
The enormity of what had happened hit Mitchell like a speeding truck. His only thoughts were now on his teammate, Fahimah. How is she? Is she dead? Will she survive? He wearily climbed into the back of a police cruiser. Mitchell reached for his phone but found that he had lost it in the fight. He sat back knowing that the next few minutes were going to be among the longest in his life.
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George Washington University Hospital
Washington, D.C.
The unpleasant smell of antiseptic wafted through the air.
Mitchell sat in the crowded waiting area, numbly staring at a nondescript poster on the wall while he waited for news, any news, on how Fahimah was doing. He didn’t even notice that his tuxedo was torn and covered in grass stains. Mitchell was exhausted, but refused to leave the hospital until he knew what her prognosis was. She had been in surgery for the past three hours and the longer she was in there, the more he worried. He had wanted to call Fahimah’s parents, but General O’Reilly, as Polaris’ leader, had insisted that he tell them in person and had driven over to their home in Albany to break the awful news. They were all expected to arrive by helicopter in the next ten minutes.
With a deep sigh, Nate Jackson sat down beside Mitchell and handed him a cup of coffee. “Any word?”
“No, nothing,” replied Mitchell. Taking the cup, he thanked Jackson for the coffee.
“You know, if she hadn’t been wearing her liquid body armor under her dress, she would probably be dead,” said Jackson as he looked into the tired eyes of his friend.
“I don’t know where she hid it. Her outfit was nearly skintight.”
“Well, she did and I’m glad the company sprung for that stuff. It saved her life tonight.”
“Amen to that,” said Mitchell, taking a sip of his bitter-tasting coffee.
Both men sat in silence, lost in their thoughts, when the swinging doors to the waiting room swung open and a weary-looking, white-haired doctor in light-blue scrubs walked in.
Mitchell and Jackson stood.
“Are either of you men related to Ms. Nazaria?” asked the doctor with a strong Boston accent.
“No, sir,” replied Mitchell. “We’re her coworkers. Her parents will be here soon. Is she going to be all right?”
“Yes, she’s going to be fine,” replied the doctor. “She had internal bleeding, caused when one of her blood vessels ruptured from the force of the bullet hitting her bulletproof vest at such close range. Incredible invention, never seen anything like it in my life. She’s been badly injured, but she’ll recover and be back on her feet after a few weeks’ rest.”
Mitchell let out a deep sigh and reached over to shake the man’s hand. He hadn’t been so scared for the life of one of his people in years. All the tension and emotions long suppressed from his last mission in Afghanistan, where five of his men had died when their helicopter had been brought down by enemy fire, rushed forth from the dark places in his soul threatening to overwhelm his senses. Letting go of the doctor’s hand, Mitchell took a seat and then stared straight ahead, not seeing or hearing Jackson as he spoke to the doctor.
“Say, doc, when can we see her?” asked Jackson, with a broad smile on his face.
“She’s sleeping now. Come back tomorrow afternoon and then perhaps you can see her.”
“Thanks for everything, doc,” said Jackson, energetically pumping the man’s hand. “I’ll tell her parents the good news the instant they arrive.”
“I’m on call, so just have me paged, and I’ll come and give them a more detailed report on their daughter,” said the doctor as he stepped out of the room.
Jackson turned and saw Mitchell sitting in his chair with a solemn look on his face. He dug out his phone and handed it to him. “Give Jen a call, I’m sure she’ll want to hear from you,” said Nate with a wink.
He smiled, took the phone and dialed his home number. Almost right away, Jen answered. Hearing her voice was more than enough to raise his battered spirits. He turned to look over at Jackson and saw him sitting there with a grin from ear to ear. Waving a thanks to his friend, he sat down in a quiet corner of the waiting room, let out a deep sigh, and then spoke to the woman he wanted to see more than anything in the world.
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North of Pyongyang,
North Korea
The dark green train raced north along the darkened track, heading from Pyongyang, the capital of North Korea, toward the Chinese border. It was one of three trains using the line that night. The first raced ahead to ensure that the track was safe to use. The second train was Kim Rak-Hui’s, the Supreme Leader of North Korea, while a third train followed behind, filled with additional administrative and communications staff. To prevent sabotage, the trains were evenly spaced out thirty minutes apart. The center train containing the Supreme Leader was heavily armored and could withstand the blast of any known hand-held anti-tank weapon. Inside, it had a platoon of North Korean Special Forces soldiers to protect the Supreme Leader. Each train car was luxuriously designed, with wall-mounted televisions, well-stocked bars and only the freshest food. The communications car in the middle of the train had all the latest in satellite telephone and computer equipment, allowing Kim to give orders to his armed forces no matter where he was. North Korea’s people might live in abject poverty, but the Supreme Leader, like his father and his father before him, lived in opulent decadence that few ordinary North Koreans could barely imagine even existed.
Kim sat alone in his darkened private car, watching a recently acquired, black-market Japanese pornographic film. In his hand was a brandy snifter filled with Hennessey cognac. His taste for the finer things in life came from his father, but at the same time, he’d realized that his circumstances could change in a heartbeat. As such, Kim had long ago quietly begun stashing money away in several Swiss bank accounts. To date, he had moved over five billion dollars of hard currency out of North Korea… just in case he needed it.
A knock at the door made Kim glance away from the screen with an annoyed look on his round face. He had told his personal secretary that he did not want to be bothered. Someone was going to regret this interruption. Setting his snifter down, Kim stopped the movie and then stood.
“Yes. What do you want?” he called out, not bothering to mask his irritation.
The door opened. A young North Korean Army major stood at the entrance to the room. No one stepped inside without the Supreme Leader’s permission, to do so was to risk death. “Sir, there is an urgent message for you in the communications car,” said the major, without making eye contact with Kim, another thing that was punishable by death. Since the recent purge of family members and old-guard generals, the military was naturally nervous. Nobody knew who was going to be next.
“Who is it from?” asked Kim.
“Sir, it is from the Chief of the General Staff, General Kim Kyung-gu,” replied the major.
“Is it important?”
“Sir, I was told the message is top secret, your eyes only,”
He let out a bored sigh and waved at the officer to lead on. He could come back to his movie as soon as he had dealt with the annoying communiqué. Outside of the door stood two tough-looking bodyguards who quietly fell in line, one in front, and one behind, the Supreme Leader. A minute later, the door to the communications car opened. The men and women working inside bolted out of their seats and stood rigidly at attention. Paying them no heed, Kim walked over to the computer console solely dedicated for communication between himself and the Chief of the General Staff. Kim was a self-proclaimed Marshal in the armed forces, but the real leader of the nation’s defense was General Kim Kyung-gu, a wily septuagenarian who had outlived the many purges that had taken away his competitors over the years. Sitting down, Kim typed in his personal password and waited for the message to appear. A second later, the image of a starving child sitting in its own filth appeared on the screen.
“What is the meaning of this?” screamed Kim as he stood and pointed down at the computer screen, his whole body shaking with anger.
The young major dashed over and looked down at the screen just as the image changed to that of a mass grave somewhere in the countryside. Dozens of emaciated bodies were being bulldozed into a large open pit already filled with hundreds of corpses.
“Are you responsible for this abomination?” demanded Kim, staring at the major, his eyes aflame.
“No… no, sir,” blurted out the major. Fear gripped the man as he looked over at the Supreme Leader. No matter what he said, he knew that he was soon going to die a horrible death.

In the dark, waiting behind a small, wood-covered hill, three heavily armed Mi-24 attack helicopters hovered just above the ground, waiting for the order to attack. They looked more like mythical Asian dragons than the sleeker and more modern helicopters in the West, but with numerous machine guns, Gatling guns and anti-tank missiles, these helicopters were robust killing machines. A sharp-eyed lieutenant colonel, whose parents had died of starvation three years ago, piloted the center helicopter. In fact, all of the men involved had lost loved ones to starvation over the past decade.
Looking out of the bulbous canopy, the helicopter pilot saw that the world was bathed in green. The lieutenant colonel adjusted the brightness on his night-vision goggles and then looked over at his wingmen, both hovering beside him in the air. His headset crackled. A moment later the code word was given. Slowly increasing power to the attack helicopter’s powerful engine, the lieutenant colonel’s chopper rose up over the top of the hill. Beneath him, moving along the tracks was the Supreme Leader’s train. Like beasts rising from the pits of hell, the two other choppers joined the first.
“Lock everything you have on the third train car. It’s the communications carriage. That’s where our target will be,” said the lieutenant colonel, his voice as cold as glacial ice to the weapons operator sitting in front of him.

Red lights on the wall of the communications carriage began to flash on and off.
“Sir, someone has a missile lock on us!” yelled out an army captain, looking down at the warning indicator on his computer screen.
As one, every head in the carriage turned to look at the captain as he reached over and pressed a large black button on his desk. Outside of the train, hundreds of phosphorescent flares fixed atop the train streaked up into the night, creating a heat signature large enough to draw off some of the incoming missiles away from the train and onto the brightly burning flares.
“What the hell is going on?” screamed Kim as more warning indicators came to life inside the train.
A second later, two of the three missiles fired from the lieutenant colonel’s helicopter struck the communications carriage, ripping it in two. In a blinding flash, shrapnel and flames from the dual impacts flew inside the carriage, killing everyone. Kim died, torn in half by a piece of jagged shrapnel the size of a car’s hubcap. Pivoting in the air, the attack helicopters unleashed their nose mounted Gatling guns loose on the train. Tracers flew through the dark as the 12.7mm bullets tore into the train. For close to twenty seconds, the helicopters raked the train from end to end with their guns. Empty casings steamed down from the night sky like some kind of macabre metal rain. With a loud, protesting screech, the train’s engine, its engineer dead, slid off the track, pulling the remainder of the train with it. With a sickening crunch, the train’s carriages quickly piled on top of one another as the train compacted in upon itself. No one inside should have been able to survive, but just to make sure that there were no survivors, a company of handpicked Special Forces soldiers emerged, like ghosts, from a nearby train tunnel and got to work. Within minutes, they were swarming all over the wreckage. No mercy was given to the injured trapped inside the shattered wreckage. Their orders were clear… there could be no one left alive to tell what had happened.
Hovering above, the lieutenant colonel watched with satisfaction as the operation quickly wrapped up. From beginning to end, it had taken just over ten minutes to change the destiny of his country. The Supreme Leader was dead. Now it was up to the men who had planned the coup to begin the Phase Two of Operation Long Sword. Within days, the world would see a new North Korea, one no longer burdened by famine, no longer living in fear from imperialist retaliation. Like the mythical Phoenix rising from the ashes, the world would soon have to deal with a new North Korea, and the world would tremble.
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Seoul
South Korea
The long night slowly began to recede. On the horizon, the pink light of dawn crept up in the east.
It was just after five in the morning, and Seoul had yet to come to life. Soon the downtown core would turn into a teeming metropolis. Home to over ten million South Koreans, the city was more than just the nation’s capital… it was its heart.
Quietly sitting in a stolen Hyundai Santa Fe, two men sipped lukewarm coffee and incessantly smoked cheap Chinese cigarettes while they stared at the closed entrance to a towering downtown apartment’s underground parking garage. Tipped off by a South Korean government informant, they had been parked outside for hours and were beginning to think that their night, like so many others recently, was going to end in failure, when the garage’s metal door began to noisily rise up from the ground.
Both men leaned forward in their seats, watching intently as a highly polished black limousine drove up and then out onto the nearly deserted street. Turning left, the limo slowly drove past the parked Santa Fe, paying no heed to the men sitting inside, before turning onto a side street heading north.
A broad-shouldered man with a deep scar running down the left side of his face sat in the passenger seat and waited until the limousine was out of sight, and then quickly punched in the limo’s plate into his cell phone. His heart began to race in his chest while he waited for a reply. Less than a minute later, an agreed-upon code word appeared on the phone’s screen. With a wide grin on his face, he nodded to his partner, placed his phone away, and then stepped out of the car. After being cooped up for hours, the cool morning air felt revitalizing. Taking a deep breath to calm the growing anticipation inside him, he reached back and grabbed his peaked cap from the rear seat. Placing it on his head, he became indistinguishable from the thousands of other men who served in Seoul’s police force. After checking in the car’s side mirror that his blue uniform looked presentable, the broad-shouldered man looked over at his compatriot, dressed in an identical uniform. He reached down, drew his pistol from its holster, and checked that it was loaded and that the safety was off, before placing it back.
Without saying a word, both men strode purposefully to the front entrance of the apartment and then waited while a white-haired man in a navy blue uniform hurried over to open the locked door for them. The high-rise, located in the heart of the downtown core, catered exclusively to Seoul’s rich and elite. Most South Koreans never made enough in a year to afford a single month’s rent in the expensive building.
“May I help you, officers?” asked the white-haired man.
“We received a call of an attempted burglary on the eightieth floor,” replied the broad-shouldered man as he flashed his badge at the old man.
“I heard nothing about this,” said the old man as he leaned forward, trying to read the number on the badge.
“Well, we have,” said the second police officer, barging his way inside.
“I’ll have to accompany you,” said the guard, stepping back from the door.
“Sir, with all due respect, you’re a little too old to be coming with us. You can best assist us by staying at your desk and calling us if someone comes down the elevator that you don’t recognize before we do.”
“How will I call you?”
“We’re on frequency four,” said the broad-shouldered man, waving his Motorola in the air.
“Oh, very good then, I’ll monitor frequency four and call you if I need to,” replied the old man, eagerly nodding.
“Thank you, sir,” said the second police officer as he indicated with his hand to the guard’s workstation, letting him know that his services truly weren’t needed.
Mumbling to himself about being left out of everything, the guard dejectedly shuffled his feet as he made his way back to his desk.
A minute later, with a chime, the elevator doors opened and both men stepped out onto the dull, red carpet that ran the length of the eightieth floor. They looked both ways to ensure that they were alone. Quickly they walked to the far end of the hallway and stopped outside of apartment 8002.
Tension built up inside the men like an approaching lightning storm. Both were ex-cops, kicked out for drug trafficking, assault, and a myriad other offences. Selling their services to those who could afford them, they had become quite rich. Murder, arson, and blackmail had become their specialties. Hired to do another dirty job, they couldn’t wait to get it over with so they could enjoy the hundred grand each that they had been promised by their mysterious employer. Although they had never met their employer face-to-face, they knew from speaking with the middleman, another crooked cop, that the man was known to be reliable and always paid well for services rendered. The broad-shouldered man took a second to compose himself before looking over into the cold, dark eyes of his accomplice. With a slight nod, the other man told him that it was time. Raising his hand, he rapped his knuckles on the door and waited.
At first, nothing happened. The broad-shouldered man was about to bang his fist on the door when he heard a young woman’s voice ask who they were.
“Sorry to bother you, Miss. My name is Assistant Inspector Kim. I am with the police,” said the broad-shouldered man. “It’s important that we speak to you.”
“Show me your badge,” said the woman from behind her closed door.
“Certainly,” said the man, bringing up his badge to the peephole in the door.
“The other man, too.”
“Of course. I am Senior Police Officer Lee,” said the second police officer as he brought up his badge for her to see.
“What do you want?” asked the woman.
“Miss Sook, there’s been an accident involving your father,” said the broad-shouldered man.
The door was unlocked. In the doorway stood a beautiful and very slender woman in her early twenties. She was wearing a white robe over top of her bright blue silk pajamas.
“What has happened?” asked Miss Sook, her voice cracking with fear.
“Perhaps we should talk inside. It’s probably better if your neighbors don’t hear what we have to say,” said the second police officer.
“Certainly, please come in,” said Miss Sook.
Closing the door behind them, the men entered the luxurious apartment that overlooked the city. The aromatic smell of recently burnt incense hung in the air.
“My father, is he alright?”
“How the hell would I know?” coldly replied the broad-shouldered man as he drew his pistol and aimed it at Sook’s heart.
Fear gripped her body. “But you said he had been in an accident,” said Miss Sook, staring wide-eyed at the pistol.
“I lied. Now, Miss Sook, I want to know who was just here in this apartment with you.”
Sook hesitated.
“Answer the question,” demanded the second police officer.
“I cannot,” said Sook, fighting back the tears.
Raising his pistol until it was aimed squarely at her head, the broad-shouldered man said, “Tell me, or I will kill you. If you think I won’t, I suggest you look into my eyes and see what they tell you.”
A chill ran down her spine as she looked into the man’s uncaring eyes. He meant every word. Her mind fought her heart; she didn’t want to say who had been in her apartment, but neither did she wish to die.
“Tell me now!”
“President Park was here,” replied the girl, feeling as if she had just betrayed the nation.
The broad-shouldered man lowered his weapon and smiled. “I wonder how the press will react when they learn that the president of South Korea is having an affair with his Prime Minister’s daughter.”
“No, please, you cannot let them know. It would destroy him. He’s a good man. South Korea needs him,” said Sook.
“That is of no consequence to us or the people that hired us. In about thirty minutes, every news agency in this city is going to receive an anonymous email detailing your affair with the president and your subsequent suicide over his unwillingness to leave his wife for you.”
Sook tried to open her mouth to plead for her life, but found that she could not. Ice-cold fear gripped her heart. She knew that she was about to die.

An hour later, on the outskirts of Seoul, the stolen Santa Fe turned off a side street and leisurely made its way down a garbage-filled back alley. Driving into an old wooden warehouse, the two murderers parked their car in the dimly lit building and climbed out. The fetid smell of rotting garbage assaulted their nostrils.
“You are to be congratulated,” called out a man in the dark. “It is all over the news.” A second later, a morbidly obese man stepped out of the shadows. In his hand was a half-drunk bottle of beer.
“This place stinks, Zo. Couldn’t you have picked a better place to meet?” said the broad-shouldered man, stepping over a split-open garbage bag.
“Come, come, this is the ideal place to ditch your car. No one has been here for months,” said Zo.
“Our money… where is it?” said the second police officer.
“I have your reward,” said a man’s voice in the dark with French-accented English.
The two killers turned their heads and peered into the gloom. Slowly, a man walked out of the dark. He was dressed impeccably in a dark gray Armani suit with a white shirt and gray tie. He stood well over two meters tall with short, blonde hair above his pale, almost white, face. His ice-blue eyes fixed their gaze on the men, making them feel uncomfortable.
“What did he say?” asked the second police officer, not understanding a word of English.
Zo translated.
“Well, tell him we want our money, and we want it now,” said the broad-shouldered man.
The man raised his hand to stop Zo. “Don’t bother. I speak Korean, Japanese, and Mandarin, as well as Russian, Spanish, and English,” said the man in fluent Korean.
“They why didn’t you speak it to begin with?” said Zo.
“Harmless amateur theatrics,” said the man. “Now, I suppose we should conclude our business here, but before we do, can either of you fine gentlemen tell me what the first rule of assassination is?”
The three men exchanged a puzzled look, wondering what the question meant.
“No more games. Where’s our money?” demanded Zo.
All three men nodded, eager to get what was coming to them.
What they didn’t know was that they were being hunted. Out of the dark like wraiths emerging from the grave, three gray-clad assassins struck. Each run through the body with long, razor-sharp swords, the men looked down with unbelieving eyes as the bloodied swords slid from their bodies. With deadly precision, the blades spun through the air, lopping the dying men’s heads from their bodies. In seconds, it was over. Silently, the assassins sheathed their swords and vanished back into the shadows.
“The first rule of assassination, gentlemen, is to kill the assassins,” said the blond-haired man dryly.
He stepped over the bodies of the dead men as if they were just more piles of refuse and walked outside of the warehouse, where a black BMW SUV waited for him, its engine running. Climbing in the back, the man buckled himself in and then told his driver, a young Asian woman in a tight gray leather uniform, to take him to the airport. Behind him, the tinder-dry warehouse burst into flames. Located in a poor part of the city, it would take far too long for the fire department to reach the blaze. The warehouse would be long gone before they arrived.
He sat back in his comfortable black leather seat and turned to look out the window. His mind was already elsewhere. With a smile on his face, he thought of the look of horror on the crooked police officers’ faces when they realized that they had been betrayed. What did they expect? He couldn’t let them live and run the risk of one or all of them being caught. There could be no loose ends. He took his cell phone from his jacket and placed a call. It was to an answering machine in the intelligence office of the North Korean embassy in Beijing. He left a coded message, ended the call, placed his phone away, and then sat back in his seat, confident everything was unfolding as it should. Soon he would be rich beyond his wildest dreams. He wondered which Caribbean island he would buy when he was ready to retire and live out the rest of his life in unrivalled pleasure and comfort while his investments continued to make millions a day.
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Dornogobi Hotel — Sainshand
Mongolia
Sam and Cardinal sat on the bed in their small hotel room, sipping back a couple of cans of locally brewed beer, while they waited for Mike Donaldson’s face to appear on Sam’s secure laptop. A moment later, Donaldson moved in front of his computer, smiled, and then waved at Sam and Cardinal.
He looked exhausted. His hair was uncombed, and his usually clean clothes looked rumpled and slept-in. Before they got down to business, Donaldson quickly passed along the news about the kidnapping and that Fahimah had been shot, but was doing well. She was expected to be back at work after a few weeks of rest and recuperation at home with her parents. Sam and Cardinal peppered him with questions about what had happened at the gallery, most of which he still didn’t have any answers for. Changing the topic, Donaldson, after looking at the photos emailed back to his office, agreed with Cardinal that it was odd that a vehicle designed for chemical detection had been seen heading out into the Gobi Desert. The parking lot filled with abandoned vehicles only added another layer to the mystery. After checking with local papers, searching the Web and digging around inside the Mongolian government’s mainframe, Donaldson couldn’t find a single reference to a military exercise being held where the vehicles were being stored.
Cardinal asked, “Could there have been a leak from an old Mongolian Army weapons depot that triggered the government into responding? I don’t know of a single government that would openly advertise to the media that there was a deadly chemical weapons leak going on.”
“I thought about that," answered Donaldson, “but there aren’t any chemical weapons in the country. I also looked into old Soviet facilities that could have held chemical weapons at one time, but the search turned up nothing. It’s a real head-scratcher.”
Sam joined in. “Mike, can you think of any reason why the missing students’ car would have been towed to a secure compound guarded by a lot of heavily armed soldiers?”
“Other than the army found it abandoned and wants it out of the way while they conduct maneuvers, I don’t know why it would have been brought along with all the other vehicles to that location.”
Cardinal said, “Something isn’t sitting well with me. I want to take a closer look at that Rover. Perhaps we could find something that may give us a clue as to what happened to the two students.”
“I’m with Gord on this one,” said Sam firmly. “The police said they found nothing, but their vehicle is sitting out there in the Gobi for all the world to see. Either they outright lied or are incompetent at their job.”
Donaldson scrunched up his face and then said, “Okay, I’ll inform the boss when he gets back from the hospital. Until then, sit tight and don’t go anywhere until I get back to you.”
“Sounds fair,” said Cardinal.
Sam said, “Mike, before you go, could you please send us a couple chemical agent detectors, just in case there is something going on out there?”
“Already way ahead of you,” said Donaldson. “If you check your inbox, you will see a receipt for two handheld chemical agent monitors. I had them shipped out this morning via UPS. They should be arriving in Ulaanbaatar later today. I had a hunch you might need them after seeing the picture of the BRDM-2 driving around in the desert.”
Cardinal grinned. Donaldson was always good at anticipating the needs of the people in the field well before they did. “Thanks, Mike. I guess there’s nothing else to pass on from this end, so we’ll wait to hear from you.” He turned his head to see if Sam wanted to add anything. With a quick shake of her head, Sam ended the conversation and closed her laptop.
Sam walked over to the small wooden table in their room and grabbed the keys for their Land Rover. With a smile on her face, she said, “My turn to drive.”
“I’m not sure there’s enough insurance coverage for you to be behind the wheel,” said Cardinal, thinking back to Africa when Sam stole a two-story truck and proceeded to flatten the better part of an oil refinery during an escape attempt. “Besides, Mike told us to stay put.”
“I’m sure he meant not to go back into the desert. There can’t be any harm in us picking up the chemical agent detectors.”
Checking his watch, Cardinal saw that there was plenty of time to reach the capital. With a smile on his face, he said, “After you, and please try to stay on the road this time.”
“You are too funny. Don’t give up your day job to become a comedian. You’ll starve to death.”
“Ouch,” said Cardinal as he locked their door behind them. A few minutes later, they were on the highway heading north. They passed the ominous sight of several long military convoys all heading south. Whatever had happened had been serious. To Sam and Cardinal, it seemed as if the entire Mongolian Army had been called out to deal with whatever had happened in the desert. Although neither said it, they both began to wonder just what they had stumbled upon, and if it was as bad as it appeared.
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Hamilton Heights
New York City
The room was warm and comfortable. In a corner, a candle flickered as it slowly burnt down.
Jen rolled over in bed and placed her arm around Mitchell, only it wasn’t him; it was his pillow. Slowly raising her head, Jen looked around the dimly lit bedroom. The illuminated digits on her alarm clock told her that it was four-thirty in the morning. Taking a second to look around, she saw a light on in their living room. Jen rolled out of bed and threw on some shorts and one of Mitchell’s old army T-shirts before walking into the living room. Right away, Jen saw Mitchell sitting in one of their black leather chairs with only his shorts on, tossing a Nerf football up into the air and then catching it a second later, only to repeat the maneuver. She knew that something was bothering him. Jen had only seen Mitchell play with his football, a birthday gift from her brother’s kids, when he was deep in thought.
Jen said, “Penny for your thoughts.”
Mitchell grabbed the football out of the air, turned and smiled at Jen. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”
Jen walked over and kissed Mitchell on the lips before taking a seat beside him. “Not at all. I thought I would be the one having trouble sleeping tonight when one factors in the time difference between New York and Tokyo; it’s late in the afternoon for me.”
“I just couldn’t sleep.”
Jen leaned over and took his hand. “I understand you’re worried about Fahimah, as am I. However, her doctor said that she should be up on her feet in a few days, and after that she can go home and recuperate with her parents.”
Mitchell took a deep breath and then looked over at Jen. Her caramel-colored hair was a mess. She looked like she could use a couple more hours of sleep, but at that moment, she was as beautiful as the day he first laid eyes on her.
“You’re right, I am worried about Fahimah, but it’s more than that,” said Mitchell firmly. “We were set up to fail, and I want to know why.”
“I’m sorry, Ryan… I’m not following.”
“Jen, the kidnapping last night was slick and carefully thought out. Someone had been planning this for weeks. The women all dressed to look like Miss Satomi, the selective murder of the bodyguards, the motorbikes, and the helicopter. This was a professional job. ”
“I thought you told me that the assignment came to you only last week.”
“That’s precisely my point. It was all far-too-well organized for some half-assed bunch of enviro-terrorists to plan and pull off in such short order. Plus, cold-blooded murder is not their style; it doesn’t look good in the media. No, this has been in the works for some time, and I plan to find out who kidnapped Miss Satomi and why,” said Mitchell, his voice growing resolute as he spoke.
Mitchell grabbed his cellphone and called Mike Donaldson at home. He knew that Fahimah’s injuries would not endear him to Donaldson, but he had to follow his hunch. After hearing Donaldson loudly complain about being woken up an hour before he had to get out of bed, Mitchell passed on his suspicions and asked Donaldson to look into it the instant he got to work. After mumbling a few choice words under his breath, Donaldson agreed, but only if Mitchell brought in some coffee and a box of freshly baked muffins. It was a small price to pay, but Mitchell knew that Donaldson was probably thinking the same thing about the kidnapping. The man’s mind never seemed to shut off. Once, at a Christmas party, Mitchell watched with a bemused smile on his face as Donaldson started grabbing people’s napkins right out of their hands while he walked around the room, writing out a briefing on the worsening situation in Nicaragua for General O’Reilly, who at the time was trying his best to avoid any shoptalk.
Jen said, “Well, I’ll never get back to sleep now. We might as well stay up and go for an early breakfast.”
Mitchell stretched out his back, nodding. “Yeah, a great big stack of pancakes sounds good about now.”
“Later,” said Jen, offering her hand to Mitchell, her voice turning husky.
With a smile, Mitchell said, “I guess breakfast can wait.” Taking Jen’s hand, they walked back to their bedroom and closed the door behind them. Jen didn’t have to work for a few days, and she intended to ensure that today Mitchell arrived late for work.
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Polaris Operations Complex
Albany, New York
Mitchell strolled into Mike Donaldson’s office in the basement of the complex, grinning from ear to ear. He was wearing a comfortable pair of blue jeans along with a long-sleeved, red-and-white rugby shirt. In his hands, he carried a carafe of homemade coffee, a delectable mix of Hawaiian and Latin American beans, and a box of freshly made muffins from the bakery near his apartment.
Donaldson looked up from his laptop with a foul look in his tired eyes and launched in on Ryan. “You told me that Fahimah was going to be safe, that nothing would happen to her, and now she’s lying in the hospital suffering from internal bleeding. Jesus, Ryan, you don’t know how pissed I am with you right now.”
Mitchell placed the coffee and muffins down on the table and then held up his hands in surrender. “Mike, I’m truly sorry for what happened last night. That’s why I called you right after I called the boss.” He knew that Donaldson was a lifelong bachelor and had never once even come close to being married. Age and religious differences aside, Mitchell could see in Donaldson’s body language that he was more than just a little concerned for Fahimah’s well-being.
Mitchell said, “Mike, I feel as bad as you do, but we were set up. Miss Satomi’s kidnapping was akin to a well-executed military ambush. They thought of everything. From the women dressed like her all the way down to the unmarked helicopter. It was damned near perfect.”
Donaldson ran a hand through his unkempt white hair, took a deep breath to calm himself. “Sorry, Ryan, I didn’t mean to take it out on you. I haven’t slept much, and I’m really worried about Fahimah, that’s all.”
“Mike, you can’t fool me. You’re more than a little concerned, and I get it. She’s one special young lady, and trust me on this one, I intend to find out who was behind all of this and make them pay for what happened last night.”
“Am I that obvious?” said Donaldson as he closed his laptop and stood up.
“Mike, in our line of business, you should care about the people you work with. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be here.”
Donaldson reached over, grabbed the carafe of coffee, and poured out two mugs of piping hot coffee. Looking over at the clock on the wall, he turned to look at Mitchell. “Do you realize that you’re two hours late?”
“Yeah, traffic was a bitch this morning,” said Mitchell, avoiding eye contact.
“Now who’s hiding from the truth?” said Donaldson, shaking his head as he rummaged in the muffin box until he found a blueberry one, his favorite.
Mitchell took a sip of coffee. It was delicious. “Mike, I’ve been surfing the Web and watching the news, and so far they’ve reported nothing I didn’t already know. Have you been able to find anything about last night’s kidnapping that isn’t tabloid conjecture?”
The media had been having a heyday with the story. Murder, mayhem, and a kidnapping in the heart of Washington D.C. — it all made for great front-page news. Some tabloids were going so far as to call the dead Asian women female ninja assassins, none of which sat well with Mitchell.
“No, not yet,” replied Donaldson. “I have been going through the police reports since I arrived here this morning and was on the phone with a friend of mine from Interpol just before you walked in. However, so far, nothing has surfaced. If her kidnappers have ransom demands, they have yet to release them.”
Mitchell sat back in his chair and let out a deep sigh. He knew it was far too early in the investigation for anything worth pursuing to have come up. These things always took time, a lot of time, and a fair bit of luck.
Donaldson said, “Ryan, have you spoken with Sam or Cardinal recently?”
Mitchell shook his head. After last night’s events, he still had not found the time to check in with them. For the next couple of minutes, Donaldson told Mitchell what was happening in Mongolia, and that he had sent them chemical agent detectors, just in case they needed them.
Mitchell thanked Donaldson and made a mental note to call Sam before it got too late in the day. He was about to grab another cup of coffee when the phone rang. It was O’Reilly. He sounded exhausted. “Ryan, please come to my office, right away.” Mitchell waved at Donaldson, and then headed upstairs.
At General O’Reilly’s office, Mitchell was not surprised to see Nate Jackson standing there, waiting for him. It seemed that one could not be spoken to without the other being present. Jackson was wearing a pair of tan slacks and an open-necked, navy blue shirt. Tammy Spencer didn’t bother with the usual banter; instead, she simply pointed firmly with her pen down the hallway. Giving Mitchell a look that said that she didn’t want to play any games today, Spencer watched as Mitchell and Jackson walked to the general’s office and then knocked on the door.
“Come in, gents,” said O’Reilly gruffly, without looking up from his laptop.
Mitchell and Jackson stepped inside and then politely waited for O’Reilly to tell them to take a seat, which he did, his eyes still fixed on his computer screen.
Mitchell looked over at his boss; he could see that he probably hadn’t had a single minute’s rest since the shooting in the gallery the night before. O’Reilly’s eyes were bloodshot. Mitchell began to wonder if he had even gone home yet.
O’Reilly closed his laptop and then looked over at the men sitting in front of him. “We seem to be having a run of awfully bad luck. I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to read this morning’s situation report, but Lancaster’s team in Oman has had a bad vehicle accident. One of his men is in the hospital, with life-threatening injuries. Thankfully, he isn’t married. I spoke with his parents early this morning and let them know what had happened and to call me at any time if they had any questions. Also, last night on the range, one of the Kosovar police trainees managed to shoot himself in the foot. Not to mention, a person under our care was kidnapped in Washington D.C., and one of our own was shot,” said O’Reilly, his voice heavy and tired.
Mitchell could see that O’Reilly was taking all of the news hard. “Sir, with all due respect, none of this is your fault. Sometimes you just have a run of bad luck.”
Jackson looked over at O’Reilly and nodded in agreement.
Mitchell continued. “Sir, last night we were set up. There was no way you could have predicted what happened. This wasn’t the work of any amateur tree-hugging group. These people had resources, well-trained people, and access to a ton of money.”
O’Reilly raised his hand slightly, stopping Mitchell from saying another word. “Ryan, I believe the name on the door still reads General Jack O’Reilly. Therefore, anything that happens is on me and me alone. You and your people performed well and you should be proud of them. I am, however, going to have Luis examine our operating procedures to see if there is anything we can tighten up to avoid any further training mishaps.”
Mitchell nodded and sat back. O’Reilly could teach business execs and almost every politician in the country about leadership and accountability. His boss lived by the mantra of leadership by example.
Jackson said, “Any word on Fahimah, sir?”
“Yes, I was speaking with her parents just before you two came in. She is resting and should be able to see visitors later today.”
“That’s great news,” said Mitchell.
“Her family has asked us to give them some privacy for a day or two, so we will all respect their wishes and keep away until I say it’s okay to visit.”
Mitchell and Jackson nodded.
O’Reilly’s eyes narrowed. “I know you two. This is one order I expect to be followed to the letter.”
Jackson feigned looking hurt. “So we’re okay not to follow other ones in the future?”
“Don’t play games with me today, Mister Jackson, I need a shower and some downtime,” said O’Reilly.
Mitchell shook his head at his friend’s banter. “Sir, is there a specific reason that you wanted to see us?”
“I just wanted to tell you both that Luis, on top of reviewing our SOPs, will be Polaris’ point of contact between us and the police investigation that is still being ramped up,” explained O’Reilly. “I cannot even begin to guess how many police agencies will be involved in this investigation before this ends. He, along with the company lawyers, will be meeting with the police later today. Don’t be surprised if you spend the next few days being asked a million questions about what happened last night.”
“Swell,” mumbled Jackson.
The phone on O’Reilly’s desk rang. He answered the call. It was Donaldson on the line. After a few seconds, O’Reilly hung up the phone and then looked over at Mitchell and Jackson. “Follow me, gents,” said O’Reilly as he stood up.
Mitchell looked over at Jackson, who simply shrugged his wide shoulders. Together they followed the general out of his office.
A couple of minutes later, they all walked into Donaldson’s briefing room and then sat down around his long worktable. Donaldson was standing at the front of the room with a large grin on his face. A large-screen TV on the wall was on, the image frozen at the precise moment when Miss Satomi was forced inside the unmarked helicopter.
O’Reilly, like a bloodhound, smelled the fresh coffee. Seeing a carafe of on the table, he quickly poured himself a cup. He had been running on stale coffee for hours and knew that he would need to get off his feet before he became tired and irritable.
O’Reilly took a swig of coffee and right away felt more like himself. He looked over at Donaldson, “So, Mike, what do have for us?”
“Sir, I was going over all the news footage, trying to see if I had missed something from last night. Unfortunately, nothing was jumping out at me,” explained Donaldson. “So I decided to see what was posted on the Web and found this video on YouTube. It’s kind of shaky, but trust me, sir, it is quite revealing.”
With that, he pressed the enter button on his laptop, and the image began to move. Silence gripped the room as everyone intently watched as Atsuko Satomi was manhandled into the open door of the helicopter. The Asian woman with her quickly jumped inside. A second later, the helicopter revved its engines, left the ground, and raced off into the night. Donaldson was right: The image from a hand-held cellphone was somewhat hard to follow at times, as the person taking the video had been excitedly moving about the whole time.
As soon as the video ended, Donaldson looked over at the men in the room. He looked like someone who had a secret that they so desperately wanted to tell.
O’Reilly said, “Mike, I’m really tired. Am I missing something? It looks like all the other footage out there.”
“Me too, Mike, I didn’t see anything new,” added Jackson. “It might be the next Blair Witch Project, but that’s about it.”
“He needs to play it slower,” said Mitchell, his eyes still fixed on the screen.
“Exactly,” said Donaldson as he played it back far slower than before. It was as if the people on the screen were moving in extreme slow motion.
Mitchell could feel his heart race as he relived the events from the night before. He leaned forward and studied Miss Satomi. He was about to think that perhaps there was nothing to the video, when he saw it. He walked toward the screen, shaking his head from side to side. He stood there for a moment, staring at the screen. Slowly, he turned his head, looked down at O’Reilly, and then said, “Son of a bitch, we were played.”
Jackson stood and looked at the screen. Although fuzzy, he could see Miss Satomi sitting in her seat in the back of the helicopter with her hand raised, giving another person a high-five.
“Damn,” said Jackson to himself.
Mitchell said, “Gents, Miss Satomi wasn’t kidnapped. This was all some elaborate charade to make us think she was. Now the question becomes, why would she go to such great lengths to disappear?”
“Why indeed?” said O’Reilly, shaking his head in disbelief.
“Mike, can you make out who she is celebrating with?” asked Jackson.
“No. I’ve tried. The helicopter’s door blocks whoever it is from being seen clearly. All I can determine is that there is a person sitting directly across from Miss Satomi who appears to have dark skin and that’s it,” said Donaldson.
O’Reilly said, “Mike, you have to give this information to Luis right away.”
“Already emailed it to him, sir,” replied Donaldson.
O’Reilly thanked Donaldson and then turned to face Ryan and Jackson. “Well, gents, this is out of our hands now. This is a matter for the police. We were hired to give advice and liaise, and that is it. Unless you hear otherwise, I want you both to take a couple of days off, but don’t wonder too far in case Luis needs you.”
“I could use a couple of days off after last night,” said Jackson, rubbing his leg where he had been tasered.
Mitchell looked up at the screen. The image of Atsuko Satomi high-fiving someone dug at him. He felt his pulse begin to quicken. People had died because of her. It seemed as if she thought it was all some sort of elaborate game.
“Ryan?” said O’Reilly.
“Sorry, sir,” said Mitchell, looking over at his boss. “I was lost in thought. A couple of days off… sounds great. Jen and I can straighten out our place.”
With that, O’Reilly grabbed the carafe and took it with him to his office. It was going to be a very long day, indeed. Jackson stood and shook out his tall frame, while Mitchell sat down and looked up at the screen, his eyes soaking in the picture. He knew it wasn’t over, and he wanted his chance to meet the people who had pulled off the kidnapping and give them some payback.
Events on the other side of the world were about to heat up. He wouldn’t have to wait very long to meet the people involved.
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Pyongyang
North Korea
Cigarette smoke hung thick in the room like an early morning fog as General Pak entered the secure briefing room located in a reinforced sub-level of the Headquarters of the North Korean People’s Army. His uniform was covered in ribbons, some dating back to the Korean War, where, as a mere boy, he had carried ammunition through the deep winter snow to the men fighting to repel the imperialist invaders. Wounded three times, Pak became a folk hero. Although barely in his teens, he was sent around the country to give speeches aimed at motivating the people to work harder and if necessary to give their lives in defense of their sacred homeland. His stern, weathered face masked a keen intellect for survival gained from more than fifty years of loyal service to the various leaders of North Korea. Everyone in the room rose to their feet and went silent while Pak removed his large service cap, revealing a full head of white hair, and then took his seat at the head of the table.
“Be seated,” ordered Pak.
The assembled heads of the North Korean Army, Air Force, Navy, and Special Forces all took their seats, their eyes fixed firmly on Pak. Some were new to the Armed Forces Ruling Council. Not everyone had agreed with General Pak’s decision to proceed with Operation Long Sword. Those who openly disagreed with him had been arrested in the middle of the night and then summarily shot as enemies of the state. The man below them in the chain of command was promoted into their now-vacant position. It didn’t take long for the hemorrhaging of disloyal officers to stop.
An aide took post behind the general, a briefcase containing the access codes to North Korea’s nuclear arsenal secured to his wrist.
“Begin,” Pak said sharply. He was a gruff man with a volcanic temper. He was an old-school officer who was a stickler for military protocol; however, he could treat a general as if he were mere private if he failed to please him.
A youthful major stood up and snapped his fingers. The lights dimmed in the room. A screen on the wall came on showing an image of a firing squad eliminating a member of North Korea’s government.
“Comrade General, in accordance with Phase One of Operation Long Sword, we have commenced cleansing the nation of the counterrevolutionary agents operating inside the government, as well as the judiciary, the armed forces, and the national defense commission,” announced the major.
“How many traitors have been eliminated?” said Pak, staring straight ahead.
“Sir, as of this morning just over three thousand traitors have confessed their crimes and have been dealt with,” explained the major, before sitting back down behind the front row of elderly generals seated around the table.
“A good start,” Pak said, running his hand through his thick white hair. He knew that all of the confessions had been coerced. Their deaths, however, meant nothing to him. Most were parasites that had grown fat and rich while the people of North Korea starved and died in the millions every time the harvest failed to produce enough food for the people. He despised the fact that North Korea had become a nation that had to beg for food from China and the hated imperialist nations of the West to keep her people fed.
“Surely word will get out that there has been a coup?” said the recently installed head of the navy, eyeing his equally nervous-looking counterpart from the army across the table. “The Chinese, as our largest benefactor and staunchest ally, won’t be too impressed that we acted without their approval.”
“I don’t give a damn about the bloody Chinese,” said Pak. “They can go to hell for all I care.”
“Sir, we cannot keep the Supreme Leader’s death a secret indefinitely,” said a bald-headed army general sitting at the far end of the table.
“Gentleman, you are all beginning to sound like a bunch of frightened schoolgirls. Do not forget that we control what little access there is to the Internet and any overseas telecommunications. The state has a monopoly on the media. We don’t have CNN poking around in our backyard,” responded Pak. “Besides, in a day or so it will be in our best interests to allow the word to leak out that there has been a regime change.”
“Why is that, sir?” asked the commander of the navy.
“If it hasn’t already happened this morning, by nightfall, the president and Prime Minister of South Korea will have resigned their positions in the government, throwing their country into a constitutional crisis the likes of which it has never faced before. If the president is unable to fulfill his duties, then it is the responsibility of the Prime Minister to replace him. However, if both men are forced to resign the ruling party will be forced to appoint a new president until elections can be held,” explained Pak.
A slender army colonel with salt-and-pepper hair stood and looked over at General Pak. “Sir, with your permission, I believe it is time to fully acquaint the General Staff with all aspects of Operation Long Sword.”
Pak looked over at Colonel Hwan, his Chief of Staff, and nodded.
Hwan walked over to a lectern in the middle of the room. Beside him on a screen, the map of the Korean peninsula emerged. Fixing his gaze on the eyes of the men in the room, Hwan began. “Gentlemen, Operation Long Sword was conceived some time ago by myself under guidance given to me by General Pak. The operation’s ultimate goal is a Korea reunified under our leadership.”
“General, please, we have war-gamed this scenario hundreds of times in the past. Even if we succeed in a surprise attack on the South, we would barely penetrate into South Korean territory before our casualties caused by overwhelming allied airpower would force us back across our side of the ceasefire line,” said General Lee, the commander of the army.
Pak raised his hand. “General Lee, who said anything about invading the South? I certainly have not. I can assure you that the figures you have all used over the years when planning your war games have been a lie. Only the late Supreme Leader and I knew the truth about our ability, or in this case, our inability, to wage war. Gentlemen, we no longer have the ammunition, fuel, or material to wage a short, let alone a protracted war with our enemies.”
A loud murmur filled the room. Several generals looked shocked and dismayed at the unexpected news.
Pak smiled. “I want you all to recall the words of Sun Tzu when he said that the supreme art of war is to subdue an enemy without fighting. Please listen to Colonel Hwan before making your minds up.”
With a nod from Pak, Hwan continued. “Long Sword will be conducted in three phases. Phase One was the elimination of the Supreme Leader along with those loyal to him and the establishment of a military government. Phase Two is the destabilization of the South Korean Government. This phase is currently under away and as General Pak has already indicated their government will soon fall. Phase Three will be the peaceful re-unification of Korea under a united government that will be firmly under our control.”
“Sir, the Americans will never allow South Korea to become part of a Korea dominated by us,” said the commander of the navy.
“Sir, if I may, I can answer this question,” said Hwan looking over at Pak.
Pak smiled and nodded. He was enjoying watching his chief of staff spar with his generals; it kept everyone on their toes.
“Admiral, the man the South Koreans will undoubtedly turn to lead them through this crisis is Shin Seong-il, their Minister of Defense. A former army general, he is widely respected by both the armed forces and by the members of his party. With no stated political ambition to ever be the president, he would make the ideal candidate to oversee the smooth transition from one government to another.”
“So?” snapped the admiral.
“Shin is a sleeper agent sent into South Korea as a boy with his parents. His loyalty to the North is beyond reproach,” said Hwan. “With him in place as the acting-president, we will be able to openly engage in discussions about the reunification of Korea, and for the removal of all US forces from South Korea posthaste.”
“General, just how do you intend to get the Americans to leave?” asked General Lee.
Pak grinned and leaned forward until he could look directly into the eyes of his general staff. “Using some of the money stashed away by the late Supreme Leader in several Swiss bank accounts, I gave the order for a vehicle accident involving a U.S. Army truck and a packed school bus to happen. This tragic event occurred less than an hour ago on the outskirts of Seoul. Unfortunately, before the police could arrive, the U.S. personnel fled the accident site. An enraged onlooker, who also happens to be one of our agents, recorded the whole thing on his cell phone. Within minutes of the accident, the media had his video. Already the U.S. Ambassador is fielding questions from the South Korean media wanting to know what has happened and why his country insists on shielding their personnel from prosecution.”
“What of the men who carried out this attack?” asked General Lee.
“Dead. Their bodies will never be found,” said Hwan bluntly.
“Quite ingenious, Why cripple ourselves fighting when we don’t have to,” said General Lee. “But the Americans will surely see through this. They may have gotten Iraq wrong, but their intelligence services have improved considerably since then.”
“I don’t care if the Americans see through our plan, General,” said Pak. “In days, a week at the most, they will be impotent to stop us.”
A disbelieving mutter coursed through the seated officers.
“Sir, just how do you intend to stop the world’s only remaining superpower from attacking us?” asked a short, bull-necked special forces general.
“I intend to give them no choice in the matter. They will acquiesce to our demands, or I will strike such a crippling blow to their already weakened capitalist economy that they will never recover,” said Pak.
“And how do you intend to do this, sir?” asked General Lee, with a look of disbelief on his face.
“For now that will remain my secret. Trust me; you will all be briefed in due course. Until then, I expect you all to remain vigilant.” With that, Pak stood. The other men in the room rose to their feet and remained at attention until Pak and his chief of staff had left the room.
The second the door closed, the room exploded in conversation. To a man, they thought Long Sword was nothing more than a military coup. Not a single one of them had been aware until today of Pak’s desire to reunify Korea under his leadership.
General Lee crossed the room and looked his naval counterpart in the eye. “Well, Admiral, between you and I, what do you think of Long Sword now?”
“It is either the work of a genius or a madman. Like it or not, we are all part of it now,” replied the admiral.
“I wonder what Pak meant by crippling the Americans. Can such a thing be done without any repercussions coming back on us tenfold?”
The admiral solemnly shook his head. “I have no idea what he is up to. Whatever he is planning had better be foolproof; blackmailing a country into surrender only works in cheap spy novels.”
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Gobi Desert
Mongolia
Sam pulled their Land Rover off the gravel road and parked it behind a slight hill. Making sure that they had everything with them, Cardinal and Sam climbed out of the Rover, locked it, and then made their way to the top of the rise. They had stopped a kilometer shy of where they had last seen the guarded parking lot, deciding that a short walk was preferable to blundering into a trigger-happy Mongolian army patrol in the dark. It was just after one in the morning. Sam knew that it would take them about thirty minutes to get to the abandoned cars. Anyone on guard duty would be cold and bored by that point. It was the time in the evening that Cardinal called the ‘Witching Hour’ when a person’s body was nearing its lowest ebb.
After receiving the go-ahead from O’Reilly to take a quick look and to do nothing else, Sam and Cardinal had busied themselves getting ready for their nighttime excursion.
Both were dressed in loose-fitting khaki clothing with small packs on their backs. They had their pistols with them, but kept them out of sight for now. O’Reilly had made it crystal-clear to them that whatever happened, firing on the Mongolian soldiers guarding the cars was to be avoided unless one of their lives was in imminent danger. If they could sneak in and out of the parking lot without being seen, all the better for them.
Cardinal was always amazed how cold a desert could get at night, from one extreme to another in a matter of hours. Clouds filled the night sky, making navigating across the boulder-strewn desert quite challenging. Even with night-vision gear, Sam twice tripped over rocks, causing her to curse a steady stream of foul language in English and Chinese under her breath.
After following a meandering, dried-up riverbed through the desert, Sam and Cardinal came to the hill they had stopped at yesterday overlooking the vehicle parking lot. Quickly recording their route into her handheld GPS, Sam bent down and made her way up the rocky hill. When she spotted Cardinal, she got down on all fours and then crawled over beside him. In the dark, Sam could make out the shapes of the vehicles against the backdrop of the desert. There wasn’t a single light on. If there was anybody down there, she couldn’t see them.
With a voice barely louder than a whisper, Sam said, “See anything?”
Cardinal lowered his night-vision binoculars and then handed them to Sam. “I can’t see a single person down there,” whispered Cardinal. “I expected them to be out and about patrolling the perimeter with dogs. I’m beginning to wonder if they abandon it at night thinking that no one would bother poking around the desert at this hour.”
Slowly, Sam examined the sprawling lot and saw that there were almost a third more abandoned vehicles down there than there had been the day before. Most were old, beaten-up-looking trucks and cars that should have been consigned to the junkyard years ago, but what caught her eye were a pair of school buses parked near the grad students’ Rover. A chill ran up her back when she thought about who had been in the buses and what had happened to them.
Sam said, “What do you want to do?”
“I say we back off the hill, follow it around to the north and then approach the parking lot out of the wind,” said Cardinal. “If anyone is down there, they won’t be looking into the cold wind.”
Sam nodded, handed back the NVGs to Cardinal, and then slowly crawled back off the rock-strewn rise. At the bottom of the hill, Cardinal dug out his pistol, made it ready, and then jammed it home in a holster in the small of his back. Next, he rummaged through his pack and dug out a gas mask, which he pulled on over his head. He hated wearing it. It was hot, uncomfortable, and the field of vision through the eyepieces was less than ideal. Grabbing the chemical agent monitor, which Donaldson had shipped to them, Cardinal was happy that it was similar to one he had trained on in the army. It was lightweight and designed to detect anything from blister, all the way up to blood and nerve agents. Cardinal turned it on and moved it around in the air for a few seconds. He checked the screen and saw that it was negative. There were no agents present. If there had been, the screen on the detector would have lit up, identifying the agent. Turning his head, he saw Sam standing there with her gas mask on. She looked like an invader from outer space coming to take him away.
“Let’s get this over with,” said Sam, sounding muffled through her mouthpiece. “I hate these things and the sooner we can get back to our ride, the happier I will be.”
Cardinal was about to tell her that she sounded like a sexy Darth Vader when she spoke, but decided that it would be wiser and safer to let it go for now. He led the way around the hill. Using what cover they could, they crept along until they were on the edge of the abandoned car park. He brought up his NVGs and took a long look around. As before, there wasn’t a soul present.
Cardinal said, “Coast is clear. If for any reason we get split up, head back to the car and wait there for fifteen minutes. If I am not back by then, I’m not coming back.”
“Save it, mister. I’m not going anywhere without you,” replied Sam as she pulled back on the slide of her pistol, loading a 9mm round into the chamber. “Now lead on. You check out the students’ Rover, while I check out those buses. Something about them doesn’t sit right with me.”
“Okay, but not a second past ten minutes.”
Sam nodded.
After taking one last look around, Cardinal darted over beside a rusting, two-ton truck and then peered over at the buses and the Rover. The coast was still clear. Waving Sam over, he looked down at the chemical agent detector and saw that it still read clear. With Sam close behind, Cardinal ran over to the first bus and then hesitated for a moment, listening. His breath seemed loud and ragged in his ears. Wearing a mask made breathing hard, doubly so when exerting yourself. Moving the monitor around in the air, Cardinal was relieved to see that it still read negative. He paused a moment to get his breathing under control before looking down at Sam. He could see her calmly looking back up at him through her eyepieces. Sam reached up and placed her hand on Cardinal’s, and then with a slight nod, they parted.
Cardinal drew his pistol, removed the safety, and then cautiously made his way to the abandoned Rover. Its ominous dark shape seemed to be calling to him… come join us in hell; there’s always more room. Shaking such macabre thoughts from his head, Cardinal stopped by the closed driver’s-side door and slowly moved the monitor back and forth. As before, nothing. Carefully, he reached over, opened the nearest door, and stuck the detector inside. Sill negative. If there’s none present, then why give the impression that there was a chemical leak somewhere out in the desert? thought Cardinal. Sticking his head inside, he took a quick look around. On the floor was a map of Mongolia. He picked it up and quickly jammed it into his pack, so he could examine it later. He peered into the rear seats and saw a few empty water bottles and crumpled-up energy-bar wrappers, but nothing else. He carefully closed the door, stepped to the back of the Rover, opened up the rear door, and looked inside. It was empty. He had expected to find camping gear or luggage from the students; instead, it was as if someone had deliberately cleaned out the back of the vehicle before hauling it here. Realizing that it wasn’t needed anymore, Cardinal removed his mask and took a deep breath of cool night air before placing it and the chemical detector back in his pack. He resignedly shook his head and began to wonder just exactly had happened to the missing students and all of the other passengers from the vehicles all around him.

Sam warily stepped up to the first bus, her pistol held out in front of her. If anyone appeared, she wanted to be ready for them. She reached over with her left hand and tried pulling open the front doors. Her heart was pounding away in her ears. The dark, combined with the eerie stillness that filled the abandoned vehicle lot, gave her the creeps. With a loud, rusty creak, the doors slowly opened. Sam stepped back slightly, expecting something to happen. When nothing did, she let out a deep breath and then edged up inside the bus. The driver’s seat sat empty, as were the first couple of rows of seats. Flicking on a small, red-filtered flashlight, Sam slowly moved down the aisle, checking each seat to see if anything had been left behind. The farther she moved down the bus, the more the butterflies in her stomach told her to be careful. The bus looked to Sam as if no one had ridden on it for days; it was too clean, and that told her that something was wrong.
From the back of the bus, a loud, animal-like grunt filled Sam’s ears. She dropped to one knee, brought up her pistol and flashlight and took aim in the dark. Adrenaline raced through her veins.
The noise stopped. The only sound in the bus was her own ragged breathing coming through her respirator.
After waiting a couple of seconds, Sam slowly got back up on her feet. Perhaps it was only an animal. She was about to step forward and take a look when a darkened shape, like a vampire rising from his coffin, sat straight up at the back of the bus.
Startled, Sam jumped backward.
A man’s voice yelled at her in Mongolian.
She could see him reaching down, trying to reach his AK-47 lying on the floor of the bus. In a flash, she ran forward and kicked the man’s hand before he could pick the weapon off the floor. With a loud, startled yelp, the man pulled his hand back and tried to stand up. He was a fraction of a second too slow. Out of the dark flew Sam’s pistol striking the man square on the side of the head. His unconscious body slid back down onto his seat. Quickly checking that the man was out cold, Sam bent down, grabbed the AK, removed the magazine, and then ejected a loaded round from the breech. Turning her head, she looked over at the other bus. He couldn’t be the only one. Sentries were always in pairs. The other man had to be sleeping on the other bus. Looking out a window, she could see Cardinal looking in the back of the Rover with his back to her. When Sam saw that the Mongolian soldier wasn’t wearing a gas mask, she pulled hers off and took a deep breath of fresh air. She tossed it aside, turned on her heels and sprinted down the bus. She had to warn Cardinal.

Cardinal could hear Sam’s voice calling out. He looked around at the abandoned vehicles and couldn’t decide where the sound was coming from when out of the farthest bus, leaped Sam. Sprinting as fast as she could, a couple of seconds later, she came to a sliding halt in front of Cardinal.
“We aren’t alone,” said Sam as she grabbed Cardinal’s hand and pulled him around the side of the Rover, using it for cover.
“What do you mean we aren’t alone?”
“Remember when we couldn’t see anyone moving around down here?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, that’s because our friends are asleep on the job,” explained Sam. “I bumped into one on the bus.”
Cardinal looked over Sam’s shoulder at the darkened bus. “What happened?”
“I must have accidentally woken one of the guards. Before he could do anything I knocked him out cold.”
Cardinal stuck his head around the side of the SUV, half-expecting to see a squad of angry Mongolian soldiers coming their way. Instead, only eerie silence greeted him. He looked back at Sam and said, “There’s nothing here for us. The students’ vehicle has been picked over; it’s time to go.”
Sam nodded and moved in close behind Cardinal. Using the abandoned vehicles for cover, they quietly made their way out of the parking lot. They were almost at the base of the rocky hill overlooking the vehicles when a flare, with a loud whoosh, shot up into the air. Without hesitating, they threw themselves to the ground, hoping to blend in with the rocky, desert terrain. With a pop, the flare opened directly above Sam and Cardinal’s position, bathing it in a bright, white light. Voices called out as several soldiers gathered at the perimeter of the vehicle lot.
“I guess there were more than two of them back there,” said Sam.
“No kidding. The instant the flare goes out we’re out of here,” replied Cardinal.
After what seemed like forever, the flare burnt itself out, plunging the desert back into pitch-black darkness. Jumping up on their feet, Sam and Cardinal sprinted back the way they came. Like a pair of Olympic runners trying for gold, they ran for their lives.
The sound of an AK firing cut through the night. Poorly aimed, the bullets flew wide.
As soon as they turned around the side of the hill, they were masked from view. It would take the Mongolians about a minute to realize where they had gone.
Weaving around several large rocks, Sam took the lead. Cardinal may have had longer legs, but Sam was in far better shape than he was.
“Keep up,” said Sam over her shoulder as she sped across the desert floor.
Muttering something unflattering under his breath, Cardinal dug deep and tried to catch up with Sam.
A couple of minutes later, their Rover came into view. Parked in a slight depression, Sam could see the top of their vehicle. Coming to a sliding halt beside the Rover, Sam grabbed the driver’s-side door, pulled it open, and jumped in. The keys had been left behind, hidden under the driver’s seat. Sam grabbed them, placed the keys in the ignition and started their car.
Cardinal, gasping for air, climbed in the passenger side and took a seat. Sweat covered his brow. “Drive,” said Cardinal between breaths.
Placing the vehicle in reverse, Sam jammed her foot on the accelerator. With a loud rev from its engine, the Rover sped straight back out of the depression. The instant they were clear, Sam turned the wheel hard over, spinning the vehicle right around. Quickly changing gears, Sam flicked on the Rover’s lights and then drove up onto the dirt track, hoping to put as much distance as she could between them and the hornet’s nest of angry Mongolians that they had just kicked over. Within seconds, the Rover was speeding away from the abandoned parking lot.
Cardinal looked back over his shoulder. “They’ll have alerted someone by now. Let’s just hope that we make it to highway before they find us.”
“We’re a good ten minutes from the highway,” said Sam. “If it were light out, I could speed up, but in the dark I’m just as likely to put us wheels-up in a dry river bed.”
Bright red tracers tore out of the dark night sky, hitting the ground just in front of the Rover.
Sam turned off the track out into the desert. Right away, their Rover began to bounce up and down like a bucking bronco as it hit every rock in its path. Cardinal held on for dear life as the Rover rocked back and forth.
Another blast of machine gun fire hit the ground in front of them, sending rocks and dirt flying into the air.
“That was close,” said Sam. She turned off the jeep’s lights, plunging the world around them into darkness.
Cardinal craned his head over, trying to see where the fire was coming from. He had no doubt that a helicopter was hunting them. He wanted to know what type it was just in case he had to fire on it. Not all helicopters were armored, and he knew that might work to his advantage.
Swiftly, like a darkened prehistoric beast, the helicopter dove out of the sky and came to a halt, hovering just above the ground directly in the path of their vehicle.
Sam jammed her foot on the brakes. The Rover came to a sliding halt. Dust thrown up behind it washed over the top of the vehicle for a second before clearing. Through the windshield, Cardinal could see they didn’t stand a chance. Floating in the air was a fully armed, Soviet-era Mi-24 attack helicopter. Rocket pods hung from her wings while a nose-mounted, 12.7mm Gatling gun trained on their Rover.
“Get out of your car,” said a voice in English over a loudspeaker.
Sam bit her lip and turned to look over at Cardinal. “What do we do now?”
“We can’t outrun an Mi-24. I suggest we do what they say,” said Cardinal with a resigned shrug of his shoulders.
Slowly opening their doors, Sam and Cardinal climbed out of the Rover and stood there with their hands raised. From behind, a couple of jeeps packed with Mongolian soldiers came out of the night, speeding at them. Within seconds, they were surrounded.
A young officer with a broad face and short legs walked over. “You speak English?” he asked.
“Yes, we speak English,” replied Cardinal.
“You will have to come with us,” said the officer, motioning to the jeeps with his hand.
“Why?” asked Sam.
“You have been inside a quarantined zone. You will need to be decontaminated,” replied the officer curtly.
“There’s no sign of contamination out there,” said Cardinal. “You needn’t bother with us; we were just on our way back to our hotel for a nice, hot shower.”
“There is no time to debate this, you are coming with us,” said the officer. Before they could say another word, Sam and Cardinal were manhandled onto the back of the waiting jeeps. A few seconds later, with a soldier behind the wheel of the Rover, the officer ordered his men to head back to their base.
In silence, Cardinal looked over his shoulder at Sam sitting in the back of the other jeep. He gritted his teeth in frustration. There was something going on out in the desert that was larger than he had first suspected. He sat there, with an AK jammed into his side, hoping that they hadn’t stumbled into something that would cost them their lives.
Within hours, he would have his answer and it would be one he wouldn’t like.
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Polaris Operations Complex
Albany, New York
Mitchell and Jen sat at a quiet table in the corner of the complex’s cafeteria, enjoying a quick bite of lunch together. Over the past few days, they hadn’t seen much of each other, as Mitchell had been in Washington being interviewed by a half-dozen different federal and state police forces with a stake in the Satomi kidnapping. After a while, the questions all seemed to blur together. Mitchell was relieved when they said he could return home until they deemed it necessary to interview him again, which he hoped was never.
“When do you go back to work with the UN?” Mitchell asked Jen as he took a swig from his Diet Coke.
“I was due to go back to work tomorrow, but since you’re back from D.C., I took a few days off. It’s one huge bureaucracy. Trust me, they won’t miss little old me.”
“I’ve never asked before, but are you going to stay with them?”
“For now. I’m still getting used to life in New York City. I may apply to teach at a university, but that’s a while off. I’m just happy that we can spend some time together.”
“I was thinking of driving over to visit Fahimah after work, would you like to come long?”
“I’d love to. Since I have the jeep, I’ll kill time by doing some shopping in town after lunch. What time would you like me to pick you up?”
Mitchell smiled. Jen March was the best thing that ever happened to him, and he counted his blessings every day that she felt the same way about him. He was about to say something when he spotted Mike Donaldson with a serious look on his face, weaving his way through the cafeteria, heading straight for their table.
“Don’t look now, but I think lunch may have just ended,” said Mitchell under his breath.
“Sorry to bother you at lunch,” said Donaldson apologetically as he stopped at their table. “I tried calling a dozen times but got no reply.”
“That’s because I turned my phone off,” said Mitchell. “I’m having lunch.”
Jen stood up, smiled, and then stuck out her hand. “Since Ryan is bad at introductions, my name is Jennifer March.”
“Mike Donaldson, my pleasure,” he said, shaking Jen’s hand
Mitchell cringed and then looked up at Jen, realizing that he still wasn’t used to being part of a couple. “Care to join us, Mike?”
“Sorry, but I don’t have the time.”
“Another day then,” said Mitchell with a forced smile.
“Sorry to say this, but neither do you, Ryan. A couple of things have come up and General O’Reilly has asked us to meet him in the briefing room right away.”
Mitchell let out a deep sigh. “This has to be important.”
“Trust me, it is. Sam and Gordon have gone missing.”
As if struck by lightning, Mitchell bolted out of his seat. “Say again?”
“We have had no communication with either Sam or Gordon for over thirty-six hours. Therefore, in accordance with our SOPs, I declared them overdue and personally informed General O’Reilly, who has called a meeting.”
“Why didn’t you call me?”
“I tried, but you turned your phone off.”
“Right,” said Mitchell, feeling like a complete fool.
“We had best get going. The general is already there and is none too thrilled that I couldn’t contact you. Jackson has been paged to meet us there.”
Jen stood and gently squeezed Mitchell’s arm. “You had best get going. You can make it up to me by buying me a nice supper from a restaurant of my choice after we visit Fahimah.”
Wondering just how much that was going to set him back, Mitchell leaned over, gave Jen a quick kiss on her cheek, grabbed what was left of his sandwich, and then fell into line behind Donaldson.

A feeling of unease seeped into Jen’s heart as she watched Mitchell leave. She wondered if this was how the wife of a soldier, firefighter, or police officer felt every time they left home. Sitting back down at the table, Jen decided to put on a brave face and finish her lunch. She reached into her purse and dug out her iPhone to read the news while she nibbled at her food. She was surprised to read that the South Korean president and his prime minister had both just tendered their resignations. The media didn’t have all the details, but were reporting that it had something to do with a sex scandal. She could visualize the media like so many hungry sharks circling their prey, watching it bleed until the right moment for all of them to strike and devour the carcass. Shaking her head, Jen wondered what drove middle-aged men in positions of power to seek out mistresses. It seemed that a month didn’t go by without someone being forced to resign because they couldn’t keep it in their pants. Not sure what a Korean prime minister did, Jen was certain that both of their resignations did not bode well for the nation.

By the time they arrived in the briefing room, Jackson was already there, sitting at the table finishing off his brown-bag lunch. O’Reilly was pacing the room with his hands together behind his back; a deep look of frustration and displeasure was etched on his face.
“Now that we’re all here,” said O’Reilly gruffly as he looked over at Mitchell, “we can get on with Mike’s brief about our missing personnel.”
Feeling the bite from O’Reilly’s words, Mitchell knew he only had himself to blame. He reached into his pocket and turned his phone back on, vowing to himself to never turn it off again, no matter where he was or what he was doing.
Mitchell took a seat and turned his attention to a screen mounted on the wall at the far end of the room. A couple of seconds later, a map of the Gobi Desert came up. For the next five minutes, Donaldson went over Sam and Cardinal’s mission parameters and what they were doing when they disappeared. Bringing up the pictures emailed back to him from Sam, Donaldson pointed out the abandoned parking lot and its location on the map.
“Do you think they could have been overcome by chemical agents when they went to investigate the missing students’ vehicle?” asked O’Reilly.
“Sir, I honestly don’t know. I sent them state-of-the-art respirators and chemical agent detectors. What I do know is that after investigating the parking lot, they did not return to their hotel as they had originally planned, and that they have not contacted Polaris in over thirty-six hours, which is contrary to our operating procedures,” explained Donaldson.
“What about the GPS tracking device hidden in the heels of their boots? Are you still receiving a signal from them?” said Mitchell.
“Yes, we are,” replied Donaldson, changing the picture on the screen to show a satellite image of a factory out in the middle of the desert. “Gents, their tracking devices put them both right smack-dab in the middle of a factory complex just over one hundred kilometers west of the abandoned vehicles.”
“That’s an odd place for a factory. Who owns it?” asked O’Reilly as he intently studied the image on the screen. There was a large structure in the middle of the complex, surrounded by a dozen smaller buildings all enclosed inside a tall fence undoubtedly covered in razor-sharp concertina wire.
“Sir, the factory belongs to Cypher Industries.”
“The Swiss arms manufacturer?” said Jackson.
“One and the same,” replied Donaldson.
“Cypher Industries opened this factory almost four years ago. According to what I have been able to find out about it off the Web, the factory is not used for the manufacture of arms, but for the production of computers and computer software,” explained Donaldson.
“Why the hell would you put a factory in the middle of nowhere to build computers? It makes no sense. Apart from a cheap labor force and perhaps generous government tax breaks I can’t see why it is there at all,” said Mitchell.
“Ryan’s right. Something isn’t right about this. I’m no businessman, but I would have built my factory near a seaport so I could export my goods all around the globe without having to pay the extra costs involved in shipping the computers to a port,” said O’Reilly as he absentmindedly twirled a pen like a baton around in his hand.
“Gents, I can only tell you what is available from open-source sites,” said Donaldson. “I have placed a few calls to some old friends in the Commerce and State Departments. I’m waiting on them to call me back to see what they know, if anything, about this factory in Mongolia.”
“Could they have gone there as part of their investigation?” queried Jackson.
“Perhaps, but I can’t see a connection between the factory and the abandoned vehicles they were investigating when they disappeared,” answered Donaldson.
“Well, gents, I think we can draw the following conclusions from what we know,” said O’Reilly looking over at Jackson and Mitchell. “For reasons unknown, Sam and Cardinal are probably being held inside that factory complex. Or they could be already dead and buried somewhere in the Gobi and all we are seeing is the signal from their boots still emitting their signal from inside the factory.”
“General, I refuse to believe that they are dead. All they were doing was looking for some missing kids,” said Mitchell. “Why would anyone from Cypher Industries want to kill them?”
“I’m with Ryan on this one,” said Jackson. “Until I see their bodies, I also refuse to believe that they are dead.”
“Mike, what do you think?” said O’Reilly, turning to face his intelligence chief.
“I hate to make guesses without having first had a chance to review all of the available information, but if I were to hazard a guess, I’m with Ryan and Nate on this one. I also believe that they are alive… for now,” replied Donaldson ominously.
“Sir, Nate and I could be on a plane to Mongolia this evening if you give us the go-ahead,” said Mitchell.
O’Reilly knew that with or without his permission, Mitchell and Jackson would be on their way to help their friends the instant he left the room. Neither man would ever abandon their friends, not when they felt that even the slimmest possibility existed that they could get them out alive.
“Don’t forget, gents, Sam and Cardinal are my people as well,” said O’Reilly. “I want them both brought home safe and sound just as much as you do.”
Mitchell went to stand.
O’Reilly looked his youthful friend in the eye and told him to take his seat. “I figured that this would be the outcome of the meeting, so I’ve made a few arrangements. Yuri has been told to meet Nate in Ulaanbaatar. He will be waiting at the airport for you. I want you two to scout out the factory complex, try to find a way in without being detected. You, however, do not have my permission to mount a rescue attempt until Ryan has met up with you.”
Mitchell scrunched up his forehead. “What will I be doing, sir?”
“You will be flying to Hong Kong to meet Taro Satomi. He wishes to discuss his daughter’s kidnapping with you.”
“Sir, can’t this wait a couple of days? Each hour that we waste could bring Sam and Cardinal closer to death,” said Mitchell, trying to control his temper.
“That is why Nate and Yuri will be heading there right away to lay the groundwork for a rescue attempt.”
“Sir—”
O’Reilly raised his hand, and said, “Ryan, I’m not asking, I’m telling you what to do.”
Seeing the mood in the room turn tense, Nate gently placed his hand on Mitchell’s arm and gave it a slight squeeze. “Sir, with all due respect, I’m just as baffled as Ryan. Why does he have to go to Hong Kong?”
“Mister Satomi’s request didn’t come through the normal channels,” explained O’Reilly. “An old friend of mine who runs a company like ours in Japan gave me a call this morning. It would appear that Taro Satomi reached out to my friend and requested that he arrange a meeting between himself and Ryan in a secure location outside of Japan. Mister Satomi believes that he is under surveillance by the people who staged Atsuko’s kidnapping.”
“Sir, what good will this do?” said Mitchell.
“My friend said that Mister Satomi has information regarding his daughter, and that he will only divulge it to Ryan, and I want that information.”
Jackson turned to look at Mitchell. “So you’ll be a day or so behind us. That’s no problem. We’ll have it all figured out for you, so you can take all the credit for the mission when you arrive.”
For a minute, Mitchell seriously debated disobeying O’Reilly and heading to Mongolia with Jackson. He knew that Jackson was right, it would take at least a day or two to figure out a successful way in and out of the complex; he just hated not being on the ground with his compatriots from the beginning to the end of the operation. Seeing the firm look in his mentor’s eyes, Mitchell knew that he had to do as he was told, no matter how much it galled him.
Taking a deep breath to calm himself, Mitchell looked over at O’Reilly and said, “When do I fly?”
“You’re booked on United; it’s a non-stop flight. You leave later tonight. Tammy will be able to brief you on all your travel arrangements after this meeting. Same goes for you, Nate.”
With that, O’Reilly stood, as did everyone else in the room. “Gents, do what you must, I want my people brought home alive.”
The message was clear. The normal rules of engagement had just been thrown out the window.
A second later, O’Reilly left the room, trailed by Donaldson.
A scowl crept across Mitchell’s face as he looked over at Jackson. “Just what do you mean when you said I’d show up just in time to take the credit?”
“Hey, you’re an ex-officer, it’s what you’re good at,” said Jackson with a smile on his face.
“Come on, let’s see what Tammy has for us,” said Mitchell, shaking his head at his friend’s last remark.
“You know, Ryan, I don’t know why you antagonized the boss like that. After you tell Jen that you’re leaving later tonight, you’ll only have me left in your ever-shrinking circle of people who aren’t pissed off at you.”
Mitchell groaned. Jackson was right. He was supposed to take Jen out for dinner tonight. As he walked, his mind switched into high gear, wondering how he was going to break the bad news while still staying in Jen’s good books.
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Cypher Factory Complex
Gobi Desert, Mongolia
The irritating buzzing noise coming from one of the fluorescent light bulbs flickering on and off in the poorly lit room was beginning to grate on Sam’s nerves. They had been held in the same room for close to three days. Aside from regular meals provided for them by their Mongolian guards, Sam and Cardinal had not seen nor spoken to anyone since their capture in the desert. In their spartan room were two old army-issue cots, a rickety wooden table with two folding chairs, and a small toilet with a stainless steel sink in the corner.
Blindfolded before being brought inside the complex, they were helped into an elevator that descended several floors beneath the surface. It was hard to judge, but Cardinal was certain that they had gone down at least a dozen floors. First, they were taken to a long room that looked as if it hadn’t been used in decades. Dust covered everything. A yellowing poster on the wall showed Karl Marx urging Mongolia to aid the USSR in defeating the Imperialist Japanese. Ordered by their guards to strip down, they were taken to another room down the empty hallway where they were told to take a shower. Sam cursed and swore away as the water coming out of the pipes was the color of rust and freezing cold. When they came out of the shower, they found that all of their clothes were gone and that ill-fitting and uncomfortable dull-gray coveralls and sandals had been left for them to change into.
Cardinal lay on his cot with his hands behind his head, staring up at the ceiling. “I wonder what they will bring for supper tonight.”
“You can be assured that it will either be pork or yak spiced up until it is too hot to eat, with a generous helping of rice,” said Sam as she paced the room. Unlike Cardinal, who could relax anywhere, she was used to being active. Being cooped up in their room was driving her to distraction. She could only walk so much before she felt like screaming at the door for someone to let her out.
“Sam, you should really sit down. You’re going to wear your cheap plastic sandals out, and I doubt that there is a nearby store for you to buy some more.”
“I can’t! If we don’t get out of here soon, I’m thinking of tunneling our way out of here to the surface.”
“Good luck with that.”
Sam stopped her pacing and turned to look over at Cardinal. “How can you lay there so calmly? I don’t have a good feeling about what is going on. Why hasn’t someone come to interrogate us? I don’t relish the idea of being held here indefinitely.”
Cardinal sat up. “Sam, my love, both of us pacing back and forth like caged animals won’t help. Like you, I don’t like the idea of being stuck down here in this room any more than you do, but there is nothing we can do about it. I am sure that General O’Reilly is already badgering the State Department to have us released. It is only a matter of time before we are on our way back home.”
Sam pulled out a chair and then begrudgingly sat down. “I hope you’re right. I don’t think I can take another day down here.”
The sound of voices talking just outside their door made Sam and Cardinal turn their heads and look at the door. A key was inserted in the lock. A second later, the door was pushed open. Standing in the doorway was a short, broad-chested Mongolian guard wearing a couple of military-style gold stars on the collar of his dark gray uniform. Behind him were two more guards, their hands wrapped firmly around their AK-47s.
“You… you come with me,” said the officer in halting English.
Sam saw the serious expressions on the guards’ faces and grew nervous. Until now, all she had wanted was the door to be opened so she could leave the room; now she wasn’t so sure.
Cardinal took Sam’s hand and together they stepped out into the hallway. Falling into line behind the short officer, they walked in silence until they came to the elevator. The thought of trying an escape flashed into Cardinal’s mind as they waited for the elevator doors to open. He didn’t doubt that between him and Sam that they could overpower their guards before they knew what was happening. The problem was that he had no idea where they were or how many armed guards there were between them and freedom. He decided to wait until another opportunity presented itself and squeezed Sam’s hand when the doors to the elevator slid open. He looked over at the buttons beside the elevator doors, saw that they were in Cyrillic, and numbered fifteen floors. They were deeper in the bowels of the earth than he had originally thought.
A minute later, they stopped on the third floor. Following their guards, they made their way down a brightly lit hallway. They stopped outside of a closed door. The short officer knocked on the door.
A voice called out in English.
The door opened. Right away, Sam and Cardinal were pushed inside the room by their guards.
Resisting the urge to swing about and clobber their guards, Sam took a breath and looked around. She was surprised to see how clean and modern the room looked compared to their cell. Several wall-mounted TVs were on, showing the latest news and stock market results from all around the globe. In the middle of the room were two dark green leather seats that faced a long wooden desk made from teak. Sitting quietly behind the desk was a man dressed in a smart-looking, light-gray suit with a matching shirt and black silk tie. He had short blond hair with a sickly pale complexion on his narrow face. Lying on the table were Cardinal and Sam’s 9mm pistols. Looking at the man, Sam guessed that he was in his mid-thirties. His ice-blue eyes fixed on Sam and then Cardinal, as if studying them like a shark before devouring its prey.
“Please take a seat,” said the man, indicating the leather chairs in front of his desk.
“Why not,” said Cardinal, trying to decide if the blonde-haired man’s accent was French or Swiss.
“I must compliment you on your choice of Sig-Sauer 9mm pistols. A well-made and deadly weapon in the hands of a trained marksman,” said the blonde-haired man, balancing one of the pistols in his hand.
“I like it,” replied Cardinal, deciding that the man was Swiss.
The man looked at the officer and said, “Leave Sergeant Temuujin in the room. You can wait outside. I’ll call you when I need you.”
With that, a muscle-bound sergeant with cold, unforgiving eyes took a post by the door while Sam and Cardinal sat down. Laid out on the floor in front of the chairs were their gas masks and chemical agent detectors. Sam and Cardinal both cringed inside when they saw their boots. The heels had been ripped off. Their small GPS locators sat beside them.
“I can see from the look on your faces that you didn’t expect us to find your tracking devices. Please, you should give my people and me some credit. To use a North American colloquialism, this isn’t some fly-by-night operation. Now, before we get down to business, can I offer either of you a drink?” said the blonde-haired man as he walked over to a liquor cabinet on the far side of the room.
“Nothing for me,” said Sam.
“I’ll have a Scotch on the rocks, if you don’t mind,” said Cardinal, trying to sound calm while inside, his heart was racing. Their one hope for rescue lay on the tiled floor of the office for all to see.
“Myself, I’m always partial to Cognac in the afternoon,” said the man, pouring the drinks. He handed Cardinal his drink and then took a seat behind his desk.
“How do you find the Scotch? Is it to your liking?” asked the blonde-haired man.
Cardinal took a sip. He felt the amber liquid burn as it slid down his throat. “Yes, thank you, it’s more than acceptable, considering our circumstances.”
“I’m glad that you like it. I suppose that I should introduce myself, my name is Gabriel Cypher,” said the man, lifting his drink in greeting.
“Please to meet you,” said Cardinal. “My name is Gordon Cardinal and my friend’s name is—”
“Samantha Chen,” said Cypher with a grin on his face, “a former U.S. Army medic, who, like you, Mister Cardinal, is now a member of Polaris Operations, a private security company that has world-wide connections. My security people used the latest in facial recognition software to identify you when you were brought in. I have reviewed both your files and you are to be commended on your work. I was particularly impressed with your work in the Philippines last year.”
“And what organization might you represent?” asked Sam.
“Cypher Industries, naturally.”
Cardinal thought about it for a moment and then snapped his fingers in the air. “I know you guys. Cypher Industries is Switzerland’s largest arms manufacturer. I've tried several of their sniper rifles over the years.”
“Hope they were to your liking.”
“They were okay. I still prefer the Barrett.”
“A fine weapon, but we are developing a new .50 caliber sniper rifle that will go into production next year that may be more to your liking. I should also point out that we are the second-largest manufacturer of arms in all of Europe,” added Cypher proudly.
“If you’re from Cypher Industries, then what on earth are we doing inside what I can only assume is a long-abandoned, World War Two-era Soviet military facility?” said Cardinal.
“You have a sharp eye, Mister Cardinal.”
“The poster of Marx downstairs and the unmistakably drab Soviet style of engineering are a bit of a dead giveaway.”
“What I am doing here is none of your business. What I want to know is why you were both caught sneaking about in the middle of the night inside an abandoned vehicle storage facility guarded by the Mongolian military.”
Sam said, “We were tasked by our boss to find out what happened to two missing grad students. We accidentally stumbled across their abandoned Rover out there in the desert and decided to see if we could learn anything about what had happened to them by looking through their vehicle.”
“Then why the gas masks and chemical agent detectors?” asked Cypher.
“After I spotted a Mongolian armored car configured for chemical agent monitoring, I assumed that there had been a leak from an old munitions depot somewhere out in the desert. So I asked our people to send us the gear so we wouldn’t become casualties when we went back to take a look at the abandoned Rover,” explained Cardinal.
Cypher smiled. “Well, at least my cover story is working. I hope the Mongolian Army’s activities in the desert will discourage more people from poking their noses about where they don’t belong.”
“Mister Cypher, we both know that there isn’t a chemical leak, so why the charade of having us take a shower when we arrived?” said Sam.
“Oh, that. It’s for the Mongolian soldiers’ benefit. They actually believe that there has been a spill from an old undisclosed Soviet arms depot in the desert. The operation is highly top secret; not even the local formation commander has any inkling of what is going on out here in the desert. If he did, I suspect that he’d roll in here with a regiment of tanks to shut me down in a heartbeat. The soldiers you have seen to date work for a man with a huge gambling problem. I pay off his debts and in return, he does me the occasional favor,” explained Cypher.
“Like pretend that there is a chemical leak in the desert,” said Cardinal.
“Precisely.”
“Since we seem to be your guests, if you don’t mind me asking, do you know what happened to the two missing students?” said Sam.
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do know exactly what happened to them. Since neither of you are leaving this complex alive I can tell you that they unfortunately, along with about seventy other people, died when the device I was testing here had a slight technical malfunction.”
“What device?” asked Cardinal, digging for answers.
“Mister Cardinal, no offense but I doubt that you or Miss Chen would understand the science behind the manipulation of tectonic energy,” replied Cypher. “Now, enough polite conversation. I want to know precisely what information you sent back to your friends in the States and what will happen when you are listed as missing. I warn you not to play dumb with me. I have no doubt that your people know your present whereabouts due to the tracking devices that were hidden in your boots, and I don’t want to be surprised by any more unwanted visitors poking their noses in where they are not welcome.”
Sam and Cardinal sat back in their chairs, tight-lipped.
“I had hoped it wouldn’t go this way.” Without saying a word, Cypher pointed at Cardinal. A second later, the muscle-bound Mongolian guard was standing beside him, hovering over him like a predator waiting to pounce.
Sam tensed. If she could get her hands on Cypher, the tables would be turned.
As if reading her mind, Cypher shook his head. He quickly picked up one of the pistols from his desk, and then calmly aimed the pistol straight at Sam’s head. “I would advise against any foolish heroics, Miss Chen. I am a very good shot. From this range, I cannot miss.”
Sam’s heart began to beat wildly in her chest. She bit her lip; there was nothing she or Cardinal could do now but wait for the inevitable.
“I have already sent men to the Dornogobi Hotel in Sainshand to retrieve your possessions, which I have no doubt will include a laptop,” said Cypher. “Don’t kid yourselves; my people will easily crack any security protocols you and your company have in place.”
“Then why threaten us?” asked Sam.
“Because the information on your laptop will undoubtedly expose everything you did and said prior to your capture. What I want to know is what your people will do now. Your organization must have protocols for missing personnel. I want to know precisely what those are.”
Cardinal took a deep breath and then looked into Cypher’s ice-cold eyes. A shiver ran down his spine. He had no doubt the man would kill them with no more remorse than stepping on a bug.
“Very well. After thirty-six hours with no contact from us, we will be declared missing,” explained Cardinal. “Once that happens, the State Department will be notified. It will be up to them to contact the Mongolian government. As we are well past that time, I suspect that our embassy is already working with the Mongolian authorities to find out what happened to us.”
“Yes, of course, that all makes sense. What I want to know is what your friends will do when you are reported missing?”
Cardinal shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. No one has ever gone missing before.”
The look on Cypher’s face turned to rage. Quickly giving orders in Mongolian to the guard, in a flash, before Cardinal could react, the muscle-bound guard reached down, grabbed Cardinal’s right arm and then pulled it away from his body.
Blinding pain shot through Cardinal’s arm. It felt as if it were being pulled out of its socket. He had to grit his teeth to stop himself from yelling in pain.
“Please stop,” pleaded Sam, her eyes wide with fear. “We’ve truthfully answered your questions. There’s no need to torture Gordon.”
“Au contraire, Miss Chen, I have no doubt that you are still withholding information… information that I need.”
“He’s going to kill us no matter what we do. Tell him nothing,” said Cardinal through clenched teeth.
Fear and panic swelled up inside Sam. She couldn’t believe how helpless she was.
“Break his trigger finger,” said Cypher to the guard.
With an evil grin on his face, the guard reached over, grabbed hold of Cardinal’s index finger and then pulled back. Unable to hold back any more, Cardinal cried out.
The sound of bone snapping shocked Sam. Bringing her hand to her mouth, she fought to stifle a scream.
“Now his middle finger,” said Cypher.
“No, wait!” cried out Sam.
“Yes, Miss Chen?”
“They’ll come… they’ll come for us,” said Sam, lowering her head in defeat.
Cypher looked over at the guard. “Break it.”
With an agonizing cry on his lips, Cardinal felt his middle finger shatter. His heart raced his chest. Cold sweat poured down his face. He had never been in so much pain in his life.
“I answered you. Please stop,” said Sam, fighting back the tears.
“Now the third finger,” said Cypher.
Grabbing Cardinal’s third finger the guard looked over at Sam and smiled demonically.
“No, please, no more!” cried Sam.
With a smile on his face, Cypher sat back down behind his desk. His voice turned soothing. “That’s better. Now, Miss Chen, who exactly will be coming for you? Please tell me their names.”
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Victoria Peak,
Hong Kong Island, Hong Kong
Mitchell looked out the window of the MD-500 helicopter as it flew over the dark waters of the West Lamma Channel separating Lantau Island from Hong Kong Island. It may have been near midnight in Hong Kong, but to Mitchell it felt more like lunchtime. With a thirteen-hour time difference, it was going to take days for his body clock to reset itself.
Met at the airport by a member of the Satomi Corporation, Mitchell was whisked through customs and then driven to a secluded part of the airport where he boarded an all-white MD-500 helicopter. He had never been to Hong Kong and regretted landing in the dark. Even though he was there under far from ideal circumstances, Mitchell would have enjoyed taking in the skyline of one of the most densely populated cities in the world.
“Where are we going?” Mitchell asked the pilot.
“To a house in The Peaks, sir,” replied the pilot in flawless English.
“I’m not sure I know where that is.”
“It’s dead ahead,” said the pilot, pointing to the brightly lit island filling the front windshield of the helicopter. “It is an exclusive area on Hong Kong Island and is the most expensive place to live in the entire world. If you have thirty million dollars lying around not doing too much, you could buy yourself a small home there.”
Mitchell let out a low whistle, thinking about how much money must be in Hong Kong for people to afford to live like that. It was more than he would ever see in his lifetime.
“I heard that one house sold for one-quarter of a billion U.S. last year,” said the pilot.
“Good Lord, what a waste of money. Just think of what you could do with that kind of money.”
“I doubt billionaires think the same as ordinary people do, sir.”
“No, I guess not,” replied Mitchell, shaking his head.
A minute later, the helicopter began to gradually descend from the night sky. Mitchell tried to guess from about a dozen brightly lit buildings which palatial mansion belonged to Taro Satomi. Banking over, the pilot expertly brought the MD-500 in to land on the rooftop-landing pad of a tall high-rise overlooking Waterfall Bay. After thanking the pilot, Mitchell unbuckled himself and then climbed out of the helicopter. He kept his head low as he made his way under the beating helicopter blades toward two stone-faced men in navy blue suits, standing there waiting for him. As soon as Mitchell was clear, the pilot revved his engine and then slowly took off into the dark. For the trip, Mitchell was dressed in a navy blue suit with an unbuttoned white shirt.
“Passport please,” said one of the dark-suited men to Mitchell.
Handing over his passport, he wasn’t surprised to learn that both men were British. Ex-SAS soldiers were in high demand around the world for close-protection duties and from the determined look on the men’s faces, Mitchell was certain that these men knew their business. The one who had asked for his passport was quite tall. He had short, jet-black hair with deep, almost-black eyes that, like a hawk’s, always seemed to be looking about. His silent partner was short, with a smooth-shaven head and wide, muscular shoulders. He looked like he could easily bench-press three-hundred pounds without breaking out in a sweat.
After handing Mitchell’s passport back to him, the black-haired man led the way inside the building. They took an elevator down to the seventh floor. Mitchell followed the bodyguards down a long hallway until they came to a white door with a stylized golden dragon painted on it. Knocking on the door, the dark-haired man exchanged a couple of words with a man behind the door. A second later, the door swung open; standing in the doorway was another bodyguard. This one looked Japanese to Mitchell.
“Please, follow me; Mister Satomi is expecting you,” said the Japanese bodyguard, in perfect English with just the hint of a West Coast accent.
Mitchell stepped inside the luxurious apartment while the two British guards took up post outside. The apartment was set up European style with large French windows. It had white marble flooring and classical highly polished brass-style light fixtures. An eclectic mix of paintings from the 1930s adorned the walls. Walking through the expansive living room, Mitchell was escorted out onto the terrace. Outside, he could see a short, thin man in a dark gray suit with white hair quietly looking out over the bay.
“Sir, may I present Mister Ryan Mitchell,” said the bodyguard, trying to get his boss’ attention.
The white-haired man turned, looked into Mitchell’s blue-gray eyes and then ever so slightly smiled. “Good evening, Mister Mitchell. My name is Taro Satomi, and I am most pleased to meet you.”
Mitchell politely bowed, as did Satomi before offering his hand in greeting. He saw that Satomi had a weary look about him; it was as if the weight of the world was pressing down on the old man’s shoulders.
“Please, take a seat,” said Satomi, indicating a wooden table set with a couple of glasses and bottle of Macallan Scotch. Both men sat down. Satomi reached over and then poured a drink for both men. Mitchell reached over and took a sip of the single-malt Scotch, tasting the rich flavor in his mouth before swallowing it down.
“My compliments, sir,” said Mitchell, “I once read somewhere that a 1949 bottle of Macallans can go for upward of four thousand dollars U.S.”
Satomi smiled. “I just like the taste; besides, I’m not paying for it. The bottle came with the apartment.”
“You have a magnificent apartment with a truly spectacular view.”
“It’s not mine. I asked an old friend from my days in England if I could use his house while he was back home visiting his family.”
“That would explain the two apes standing guard outside. I take it the young man inside the apartment is one of yours.”
“Yes, Kuro has been in my employ for the past two years. He’s a good man and is quite protective of me.”
“A good trait for a bodyguard, but you didn’t invite me halfway around the world to sip Scotch and have a pleasant conversation, now did you, sir.”
“No, Mister Mitchell, I did not. I asked you to meet me here today so we could discuss the ongoing investigation into my daughter’s disappearance.”
Mitchell placed his glass down and looked over into Satomi’s bloodshot, dark brown eyes. “Sir, I’m sorry if there has been a misunderstanding. The instant your daughter was kidnapped, if you can call it that, the matter was taken out of Polaris’ hands. The FBI is conducting the investigation into your daughter’s alleged kidnapping. As you are fully aware, several people were murdered in cold blood. This is a police matter now.”
Satomi took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. The expression on his face was a mix of concern and shame.
“Mister Mitchell, I understand that the official investigation into my daughter’s disappearance is now with your Federal Bureau of Investigation. Thankfully, the police have not released any information relating to Atsuko’s kidnapping. The press would have hounded me night and day if they knew that her kidnapping was not as it appears to be. What I would like to know is if you and your organization have followed up on the video taken in the park showing my daughter apparently acting in concert with her kidnappers?”
“Sir, I believe General O’Reilly called you that night to explain what had happened. I am sorry if you took that call to mean that we would look for her. Sir, we just don’t have the resources to look around the globe for her. Besides, we have problems of our own to deal with. Two of my people have gone missing in Mongolia.”
Satomi sat up and looked straight at Mitchell. “Where in Mongolia did they go missing?”
“The Gobi Desert,” replied Mitchell, surprised by Satomi’s question.
Satomi wearily shook his head and then took a sip from his glass. “Mister Mitchell, I believe that you are an honorable man and will treat what I am about to tell you with the utmost discretion.”
Mitchell nodded.
“During the war, I was orphaned and sent to live with my uncle. I stayed with him until I was old enough to leave home and attend university. My uncle was from my mother’s side of the family. His last name was Eiji. He came back from the war a broken and bitter man. Even though he was only eighteen years old, he took me into his house and raised me as if I were his own son. What I did not know, and only came to learn after his death, was that he worked guarding a top-secret Japanese Army unit known as Unit 881 on Matua Island. An island that has been considered part of Russia since the end of the war. My uncle never married and died when he was in his early fifties, a sad and lonely man. When I went to clean out his home, I came across several papers that he had hidden away since the end of the war.” Satomi paused to take a sip of Scotch.
Mitchell could see that it pained the proud old man to tell him his family’s deepest-held secrets.
Satomi continued. “I was shocked to see that the papers described secret weapons development and testing during the war. I was appalled to learn that my uncle had been involved in such activities and hid them away in a safe in my home intending to destroy them. However, as time passed, I found that I could not bring myself to destroy them. They were the only things I had in the entire world that had once belonged to a member of my family, so I locked them up and forgot about them. Until one day, I found Atsuko looking at them. She was home from university for the summer and began to ask a lot of questions about the weapons described in the papers. I became very angry with her. I took the papers from her hands and then locked them away. I deeply regretted yelling at her. It was the one and only time that I ever raised my voice to her. Please understand, Mister Mitchell, I am a devout pacifist. The weapons designed by the men on Matua Island represent an evil that I hope has left Japan’s soul. We can never become a nation driven by hatred and war.”
“Did your uncle ever do anything with these plans?”
“No, I do not believe so; I suspect that he took them intending to sell them after the war for whatever reason. However, due to his daily binge drinking, I suspect that my uncle forgot he even had them.”
“Sir, with all due respect, this all very interesting, but I’m not sure what this has to do with your daughter and my missing people.”
Satomi raised his hand slightly. “Please let me finish, Mister Mitchell. Although I never caught her, I was certain that Atsuko had become fascinated with these papers. I had no doubt in my mind that she was secretly looking at them when I was not around, so I changed the combination and refused to share it with her. She was disappointed, but said that she respected my decision. It was then that I knew in my heart that she had made copies. For what purpose, I do not know; foolishly, I didn’t ask her if she had made copies. Instead, I considered the matter closed. Satomi and I have never been close. It is hard to raise a child on your own. It is even harder when you have given your entire adult life to your company. In Japan, especially in the eighties and nineties, it was expected that you would place your business before your family. I have learned to regret that horrible business philosophy and wish I could find a way to make up all the time I lost not being a good father to Satomi. I truly do love my daughter, Mister Mitchell. Please do not doubt that for one second.”
“I don’t, sir.”
“When my daughter disappeared, I had a nagging feeling of betrayal in the back of my mind. When I checked my safe, I found that the original papers were gone… stolen, most likely.”
“By Atsuko before she left to come to the States?” asked Mitchell.
“No, they were taken the night after she was taken by someone who was able to gain access to my house and then open my safe without being detected. That in itself is some accomplishment. To break into my home with every conceivable state of the art surveillance system in working order is almost unbelievable. There is absolutely no record on any of the surveillance devices of a person coming and going from my home other than the missing documents.”
“I take it that you suspect Atsuko of telling whoever was involved where all of the surveillance systems are located in and around your home, so they could avoid detection.”
Satomi looked down and nodded.
“Sir, have you informed the police of the theft?”
“No, I have not, Mister Mitchell, and I have no plans to do so either. I want you to retrieve these papers and return them to me so I can do what I should have years ago and destroy them.”
“Sir, I sympathize with you; I honestly do, but I have two friends missing in the Gobi Desert who could be dead by now.”
“Where exactly in the Gobi Desert did your friends go missing?”
“According to the GPS tracking devices hidden on them, they are inside a factory belonging to—”
“Cypher Industries,” said Satomi.
“Yes, how did you know that?” said Mitchell with a puzzled look on his face.
“A couple of years back, Atsuko insisted that we help Cypher Industries obtain the necessary government connections and permits to set up a factory in Mongolia. I thought their plan to build a software factory in the Gobi Desert to be an unsound and ultimately doomed business venture. But Atsuko persisted, so I helped where I could.”
“We sort of thought the same thing about the factory as you did when we saw where our people were being held.”
“Mister Mitchell, Atsuko has only ever given her heart to one man in her life, and that was to Gabriel Cypher. A man she met while travelling Europe after she finished university. He is the third son of Octavius Cypher, patriarch of the largest arms manufacturer in Switzerland. I have only met him once and did not like what I saw in the man. He is nothing more than a dreamer, a con man in an expensive suit with a family trust behind him to pay for his extravagant lifestyle. Whatever my daughter saw in him was lost on me.”
“My God,” mumbled Mitchell, starting to see a connection, as tenuous as it was, to Satomi’s staged kidnapping and his missing friends.
“My God indeed, Mister Mitchell.”
“You don’t think they are working together, do you?”
Satomi gave a world-weary shrug of his shoulders. “I hope not. The weapons described on the stolen papers may be dated, but with today’s technology, I am afraid to imagine what could be created.”
Mitchell slowly stood and turned to look out over the black waters of the bay. His mind was racing. He dug out his phone, then turned to face Satomi. “Sir, please excuse me, I need to make a few calls.”
“I thought you might,” replied Satomi, filling both of their glasses with a tall measure of Scotch.
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High-rise Complex
Hong Kong
At the front entrance to the high-rise, a middle-aged security guard with a large potbelly sat behind his desk, bored out of his mind, while he watched the array of surveillance cameras situated around the outside of the building. Long retired from the police force, he had taken the job to get out of the house a couple of nights a week. A highly polished silver Rolls Royce limousine pulled up and stopped outside of the glass front doors. The side doors swung open and out stepped three beautiful young women in long flowing dresses, laughing loudly. They looked like they already had drunk far too much. The guard watched as they adjusted their form-fitting dresses before blowing kisses and waving their farewell to the limo driver. There was a tall, blonde-haired woman with her hair pulled back in a bun on the top of her head; in her hand was an opened bottle of expensive champagne. Standing on unsteady feet beside her was an athletic-looking girl with dark brown skin and a baldhead that the guard thought somehow suited her. Leading them to the front entrance was an Asian woman with short black hair and a gorgeous, well-proportioned face. She wore a traditional jade-green dress edged in gold and appeared to be the least inebriated of the women. He was used to expensive escorts coming and going from the building at all hours, so much so that he no longer paid much attention to them anymore. The fact that there were three of them made him chuckle. Someone must be having one hell of a party tonight.
After he buzzed the women inside, the guard politely asked the Asian girl where they were going.
With an alluring smile on her face, she told him that they were going to the seventh floor and that they would be back down in a few hours.
He shook his head, pointed them to the elevators and then watched as they made their way past him. The tall, blonde-haired woman tripped over her feet and was caught by the other two girls. Giggling, the blonde removed her high-heeled shoes, as did the other two women. The blonde winked at the guard and then took a deep swig of champagne. The exotic smell of expensive perfume hung in the air. Oh, to be young and rich… hell, just to be rich, thought the guard as the women entered the elevator.

The bald English bodyguard was growing restless. When their boss departed for England, he never told them that they would have to chaperone anyone around the city. He had hoped for a few nights off for a change. Instead, he found himself on duty. Still, he couldn’t complain too much as he was making ten times the salary he had been in the army.
Halfway down the hallway, the elevator chimed. A second later, three young women stumbled out into the hallway laughing and giggling merrily. The women waved and then noisily made their way down the hallway.
Perhaps tonight won’t be a total loss, thought the bald-headed bodyguard as he eyed the tall, blonde woman as she staggered down the hall.
“Excuse me, ladies, but would you mind telling me where you think you are going?” said the black-haired bodyguard in a firm but friendly tone of voice.
Stopping a few meters shy of the two men, the Asian girl smiled and said, “Is Mister Kincaid home?”
“Sorry, miss, he’s in England on holidays,” replied the black-haired bodyguard. The hair on the back of his neck went up. He had seen women come for business parties held in his employer’s home on several occasions over the past year. Something wasn’t right.
“We were told by our agency that he would be home tonight,” said the Asian girl, sounding more than a little disappointed.
“Perhaps they got the day wrong, sweetheart. I get off in a few hours if you would still like to party,” said the bald-headed man, leering at the women.
“I think you’re cute,” said the blonde-haired woman. Her English was heavy with a thick Russian accent. Handing her champagne bottle to the black woman, she took a step forward, only to trip over her feet and fall into the bald-headed bodyguard’s arms.
“Steady, love,” said the man as he held her in his arms.
The attack was swift and deadly.
With one man distracted, the Asian woman waited for the split-second that the black-haired man’s attention was not on her but on his foolish partner. As if out of thin air, she deftly pulled a slender knife out from under her dress and threw it straight into the man’s unprotected throat. With a sickening, wet thud, the blade sunk home. Instinctively, the doomed guard reached up for his throat.
The bald-headed guard saw the blood spray out from his partner’s throat. He let go of the Russian girl and tried to reach under his jacket for his concealed pistol.
With a snarl on her lips, the Russian launched her right hand straight onto the man’s throat, shattering his windpipe. Like his dying partner, the bodyguard reached up for his throat. The last thing he saw before he died was a carbon-bladed knife in the hand of the Russian. She smiled at him and then thrust the blade into the side of his head, killing him.
“Well done,” said the black woman as she looked down at the two dead bodies with an evil glint in her eye. “Less than five seconds. A new record. I am very proud of you both.”
Born into abject poverty, all three women came from broken homes. Before they were twelve years old, they found themselves on the streets, selling their bodies just to survive. Found by men loyal to Cypher, they were taken away from the nightmare they were living and given a new life. Educated at private schools in Europe and Asia, all of the women were given a choice when they completed their education: to go out into the world and begin life anew or to join a fraternity of women who would never again allow themselves to be exploited and abused. To date, each and every one of Cypher’s disciples chose to join his organization. Trained in the martial arts and weapons handling, the women became the means by which Cypher dealt with those who stood in his way. Their loyalty to their benefactor was absolute. They would kill and die willingly at his command. They adopted the name the Black Widows and relished in the deadly power they exerted over others.
Reaching under their dresses, the three women pulled out the .32 caliber semi-automatic pistols that had been strapped to their legs. Looking about to make sure that they were still alone in the hallway, the black woman stepped over the dead bodyguards and listened at the door to the apartment. She didn’t hear any voices and took it as a good sign that their target did not know they were coming for him. The door was undoubtedly bulletproof; they would have to get someone from the inside to open the door for them.
With a smile on her face, the black woman looked over at the Russian blonde and pointed at the nearest dead body. Bending down, the blonde-haired woman ran her hand through the growing pool of blood on the dark green carpet and smeared some across her face. She pulled her hair down, messed it up and then stepped over to the door, so she could easily be seen through the peephole.
With a bloodcurdling scream on her lips, the Russian girl started to bang away on the door.

Even out on the terrace Mitchell heard the scream and turned his head back toward the apartment.
“What the hell was that?” asked Satomi.
“I don’t know,” replied Mitchell, regretting that he didn’t have a sidearm with him.
Inside the apartment, Satomi’s bodyguard drew his pistol and ran over to the locked door. He looked out through the peephole and saw a distraught looking blonde-haired woman with blood on her face. A second later, she began banging frantically on the door.
“What is wrong?” called out the bodyguard in English.
“The men… the men out here have been shot. I think one of them is still alive,” cried out the Russian.
Confusion flooded the bodyguard’s mind. He hadn’t heard any shots being fired.
“Please help me,” begged the woman.
“What is going on?” asked Satomi as he entered the apartment closely followed by Mitchell.
“Sir, a woman says that the two British men have been shot,” replied Satomi’s bodyguard in Japanese.
“Well, don’t just stand there, open the door and help them,” ordered Satomi.
Mitchell hadn’t understood a word, but the instant he saw the bodyguard move to open the door, alarm bells rang inside his head. “Wait,” called out Mitchell.
The warning came a split-second too late; the instant the door was unlocked, the blonde-haired woman kicked it open. Like a cobra striking at its prey, the Asian woman dove into the room and fired off two quick shots into the chest of the stunned bodyguard. Landing on her side, the Asian woman fired off another shot, which missed Satomi’s head by mere millimeters.
Taking Satomi by the arm, Mitchell pulled him back away from direct line of sight from the doorway. He dragged Satomi through the living room and out onto the terrace, Mitchell knew that he had seconds before their attackers were upon them. Realizing that there was only one way to go, Mitchell tightly grabbed Satomi’s arm with his left hand. Before Satomi could say a word, Mitchell pulled him off his feet and then threw him over the side of the terrace and out into the night. Grabbing hold of the terrace railing with his right hand, Mitchell leapt after Satomi. He prayed that his grip would hold. A second later, Mitchell felt a bone-jarring tug on his arms. Below him, Satomi cried out in panic. Like a swinging pendulum, Mitchell used their weight to propel Satomi down onto the terrace only a few meters below them. Mitchell let go of Satomi as he dropped to safety. Right away, he let go with his right hand and fell. A second later, both hands grabbed hold of the railing on the terrace below. His shoulders screamed in pain at the sudden, jarring stop, but Mitchell had no time to worry about how bad his body felt; he had one thought, and one thought only on his mind. He had to protect Satomi from his attackers. Digging his shoes in, Mitchell scrambled up and over the railing. From above he heard a woman curse in Russian. A second later, he heard a pistol firing. With a loud ping, the bullet struck the railing. He dropped onto the marble-tiled floor of the terrace. Mitchell looked over at Satomi, who was sitting on the ground, grimacing in pain, holding onto his left ankle.
“Are you all right, sir?” asked Mitchell as he stood and made his way over to Satomi. They had gotten away, but he knew their attackers would be coming for them. Mitchell knew they had a minute or less until they would be on them.
“I think I sprained my ankle when I landed,” replied Satomi.
“Sir, we have to go,” said Mitchell as he bent down and helped Satomi up onto his feet.
“Who were they?”
“I don’t know, but I think I tangled with them once before in Washington.”
Without warning, the lights on the terrace were switched on, momentarily blinding Mitchell. Voices called out in Chinese. An elderly man and woman in silk pajamas and robes opened the terrace doors and stood there with their mouths agape at seeing Mitchell and Satomi.
“There is not time to explain. Please help us. Someone is trying to kill us,” said Satomi in fluent Chinese.
Seeing the look of fear in Satomi’s eyes, the man said, “Get inside off the terrace right away.”
“I’ll call the police,” said his wife.
“Sir, we can’t stay here. They’ll come for us,” said Mitchell to Satomi.
Satomi asked the elderly man, “Do you have a gun?”
With a sharp nod, the man strode over to his desk and pulled out an old British Army Webley revolver. “It was used in the Boer War,” said the man proudly in English as he handed it to Mitchell. Looking at the antique, Mitchell prayed that it wouldn’t blow up in his face when he went to use it.
“It’s loaded,” said the man, seeing the look of hesitation on Mitchell’s face.
“Do you have a car we can borrow?” asked Mitchell.
“Here,” called out the man’s wife as she tossed over a set of car keys to Mitchell who grabbed them out of the air.
“It’s a silver 2014 Mercedes SUV on the far side of the parking garage in parking spot two hundred twenty-three,” hurriedly explained the man.
“Thanks,” said Satomi in Chinese.
Mitchell moved to the door of the apartment. He took a quick peek outside and was relieved to see that their attackers hadn’t made it down to their floor yet.
“Lock this door behind us and don’t let anyone in unless it’s the police,” said Mitchell.
“Good luck,” said the man, before closing and locking the door behind them.
Mitchell helped Satomi move as fast as he could down the long hallway to the dual elevator and then pressed the down button. He glanced up at the display above the elevator and saw that there was an elevator stopping on the floor above them. Cursing, he thought about trying for the stairs when the door in front of them parted. Mitchell dragged Satomi inside the empty elevator and pressed the button for the garage several times, as if it would somehow speed up their descent. Praying that their attackers would stop on the sixth floor, they needed time to escape; even a few seconds would be better than none. Mitchell took a deep breath, dug out the ancient revolver from his pocket, and steeled himself for the coming storm.
“Do you think we’ll make it?” asked Satomi.
“Not a problem. We’ll have you safe and sound with the Hong Kong police in no time,” replied Mitchell, praying that they’d make it out of the garage alive.
The doors to the elevator slid open.
Mitchell raised his pistol. They were alone. Mitchell and Satomi stepped out of the elevator into the brightly lit garage filled from wall to wall with expensive cars and SUVs.
“Come on,” said Mitchell as he helped Satomi to the far end of the garage where their ride was supposed to be parked.
With a pained moan, Satomi let go of Mitchell and reached down for his ankle.
Looking down, Mitchell swore. Satomi hadn’t sprained his ankle; from the way it was swelling up like a grapefruit, he had most likely broken it.
“You’ll have to leave me and go get help,” said Satomi, through clenched teeth.
“That’s not going to happen.” With that, Mitchell bent down and heaved Satomi over his shoulder. The man was quite light. It was far easier to carry him than a wounded soldier in full body armor.
A shot rang out.
Beside them, the windshield on a red Jaguar sports car exploded inward.
Mitchell pivoted on his heels and saw the blonde-haired woman standing there with a pistol in her hand. He brought up his revolver and fired off a shot. Without bothering to see if he had hit her, Mitchell turned and began to run as fast as he could through the parked cars, weaving from side to side hoping to throw off the aim of their attackers.

The lifeless body of the blonde-haired woman lay face down on the cold, concrete floor of the garage; a deep-red river of blood flowed away from the gaping hole in her chest. Rage swept through the black woman as she looked down at her dead friend. Someone was going to pay with their life for her death. Turning her head, with hate in her eyes, she looked for the man who had foiled all of their carefully laid plans. Satomi was supposed to have been an easy kill. No one had told her that there would be someone else there who was as deadly as he was resourceful. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a man with Satomi on his back dodge around a black Land Rover and then move out of sight.
Turning to the Asian girl, the black woman said, “Make your way to the exit and wait in ambush for the two men when they try to leave.” With a quick nod, the girl sprinted away.
“Time to die,” said the black woman as she began to slink her way toward the men. Like a panther on the prowl, she moved carefully, almost unseen, through the sea of parked cars. Her mind was focused on vengeance.

“There it is,” said Mitchell as the silver Mercedes SUV came into sight like a welcoming port during a storm.
Mitchell couldn’t wait to get inside the vehicle and get out of the parking lot. Pressing the automatic door opener, Mitchell ran over to the passenger side of the vehicle and quickly buckled Satomi into his seat before sliding over the hood and hurriedly jumping into his seat. He pressed the start button. The SUV roared to life. Quickly throwing the vehicle into reverse, Mitchell jammed his foot down on the accelerator. Speeding backward a couple of meters, Mitchell hit the brake pedal. The sound of the tires loudly squealing as they dug into the concrete garage floor filled the air. He turned the wheel hard over, changed gears and jammed his foot back on the accelerator with no intention of letting his foot off until they were free of their pursuers.
As they sped straight for the closed garage door, Mitchell prayed that there was a motion sensor nearby to raise the door or he was going to have to drive his car straight through the doors, relying on the SUV’s mass and velocity to smash their way to freedom.
In the blink of an eye, the passenger-side window exploded inward, showering Satomi with glass. The bullet travelled straight through the car, barely missing Mitchell’s neck before blowing out his window as well.
“Get down,” yelled Mitchell to Satomi, who was already hunched over in his seat. Gripping the steering wheel tight in his hands, he kept his foot pressed down on the accelerator. No matter what, he had no intention of stopping.
The garage door slowly sprang to life and began to rise. It wasn’t moving fast enough. Mitchell knew that the top of their SUV was going to hit the bottom of the door. Bracing himself for the impact, Mitchell was stunned to see the Asian woman from upstairs step out from behind a parked car and stand in front of the exit, her pistol aimed at the onrushing SUV.
It all seemed to happen in the blink of an eye. Mitchell ducked down behind the dash just as the woman fired her pistol, the bullet striking the Mercedes’ grill. Like an enraged rhinoceros charging at a hunter, the SUV struck the woman head-on, sending her shattered body flying up and overtop of the speeding vehicle. The next thing Mitchell’s mind registered was the sound of the roof of their SUV loudly scraping up against the bottom of the garage door.
A second later, Mitchell popped up his head and saw that they were driving out of the garage. The instant he burst out onto the street, Mitchell turned the driver’s wheel hard over to the right and sped off into the night praying that there wasn’t anyone else waiting for them on the street.

With tears welling in her cold, dark eyes, the black assassin bent down and delicately touched the face of her dead friend. Her eyes were closed. She looked quite peaceful, almost as if she were simply sleeping. Letting out a primal scream of rage from deep down inside her, the assassin gently laid the dead woman’s head back down on the floor and then stood up. In the distance, she could hear the sound of sirens growing closer by the second. She had no doubt that there were surveillance cameras in the garage, and that she had been seen. Placing her pistol away under her dress, she jogged up the ramp leading up onto the street. She looked about and decided to take advantage of the many high-rises lining the street. She knew that she would have to lay low for a few hours before she could arrange for pickup. Taking a deep breath to calm the anger burning inside her, the assassin turned and began to run barefoot down the sidewalk. Quickly fading into the shadows, she disappeared from sight. With a bitter look on her face, she couldn’t wait until she had the opportunity to once more cross paths with the man who had killed her friends.
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Hong Kong
Ryan Mitchell sat in the dark on the end of his hotel bed feeling absolutely drained. In his hand was a half-drunk bottle of whiskey. He couldn’t remember the last time he had drunk so much hard liquor by himself. In the back of his mind, he felt that he needed to numb himself from all that had happened. He placed the bottle down on the nightstand, let out a deep sigh and then fell back on his bed, staring up at the ceiling. His body may have been tired, but his mind was a whirl of questions. What’s going on? Why does someone want to kill Mister Satomi, and how does this all connect to his daughter? And what about his missing friends?
The phone in his room rang, startling Mitchell. He picked up the phone. It was Inspector Li from the Hong Kong police telling him that Taro Satomi was resting comfortably in a safe house normally used to hide witnesses during high-profile trials. After thanking the inspector, Mitchell hung up the phone. He knew his mind wasn’t going to let him rest anytime soon. Mitchell wearily stripped down and headed for the shower.
After leaving the parking garage, the first cars that Mitchell thankfully ran into were from the Hong Kong Police Force racing up the winding road. He waved the cars down and told them what had happened. An ambulance soon arrived and took Mister Satomi under police protection to the nearest hospital to get his shattered ankle looked after. Mitchell was driven downtown and then spent the next few hours telling and re-telling his story to Inspector Li, who spoke English with a slight British accent. After an eternity spent with the inspector, Mitchell signed his statement and was then allowed to go. Taken by the police to the Harbor Hotel Hong Kong overlooking Kowloon Bay, Mitchell had hoped for a more discreet hotel to grab a few hours’ sleep in, but since the police were paying, he didn’t object very loudly.
Mitchell turned on the shower as hot as he could take it, stepped inside and let the heat relax his tense and aching muscles. Steam soon filled the glass shower stall. Dipping his head under the falling water, Mitchell thought about what Mister Satomi had told him about his uncle’s secret papers. The more he thought about it, the more he became convinced that they were the key to finding out what was really going on. Turning the faucets off, Mitchell stretched out his frame and then grabbed a towel to dry himself. After wrapping his towel around his waist, Mitchell walked back into his room, flipped a light on, and grabbed his cell phone. He pressed a number on speed dial. Mitchell waited a couple of seconds until General O’Reilly answered the call before quickly filling him in on what had happened since he arrived in Hong Kong. He changed topics. “Sir, could you ask the intelligence department if they could look into Unit 881? I’ve never heard of such an organization and would like to know what they were doing on Matua Island before the Soviets overran the island in 1945.”
O’Reilly said, “I’ll get them researching the unit right away. Tammy is busy making your flight arrangements to Mongolia. She’ll forward them to you within the hour.”
Mitchell thanked his mentor, hung up and then let out a deep yawn. His mind, freed from its myriad questions, finally caught up with his tired body. He crawled under the covers and was asleep in seconds. It was the last decent sleep he would get for days.
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Cypher Factory Complex
Gobi Desert, Mongolia
With a warm glow on her face, Atsuko Satomi rolled away from Gabriel Cypher and reached for a half-empty flute of champagne on the nightstand beside their bed. Taking a sip of champagne, Atsuko smiled and turned her head to look over at her lover, who lay on his back, smoking a cigarette, with an oddly serious look on his face.
“What’s wrong? Did I do something to displease you?” said Atsuko as she pulled up the black silk sheets to cover her naked body.
“No, you did nothing wrong, my love. I’m sorry; my mind was elsewhere,” replied Cypher.
He had earlier received the news with considerable sangfroid that Taro Satomi still lived and that two of his newest assassins had been killed in the attack. In just over a week, he had lost almost half of his handpicked killers. Still, regardless of the cost, there could be no loose ends. His favorite, known only by her first name, Tara, the abandoned daughter of illegal East African refugees, found selling her body on the streets of Rome, had been in charge of the mission. He could tell in her voice that she felt responsible for the failed attempt to kill Taro Satomi. Comforting her, Cypher gave her a new mission. He wanted her to hunt down whoever was responsible for interfering in their affairs and kill him. Cypher had decided months ago that anyone remotely connected to the operation would have to be eliminated. Even Atsuko would have to go. However, for now, she was a warm and welcoming distraction.
As the third and youngest son of Octavius Cypher, the aging patriarch of the family business, Gabriel Cypher was free to conduct his affairs any way he pleased. His two older brothers were senior vice-presidents in the company, both vying to control the business once their father passed away. He was a gifted child with an IQ that far exceeded those of his classmates in his private school in Zurich. Easily bored, Cypher was declared a sociopath by the family doctor when he was in his early teens. After university, Cypher moved from one project to another, always treating the people involved as disposable. It was only when he met Atsuko Satomi and learned of the weapons developed by Japan during the war did his restless mind finally focus on a project that he deemed worthy of his time and talents.
“What are you thinking about?” said Atsuko as she cuddled up next to Cypher. She couldn’t decide if she was truly in love with the man. Unlike the two other men that she had been with in her life, he stirred something animal-like deep down inside her. It was a feeling of excitement and danger entwined together, and she liked how it made her feel. Her only reservation was Cypher’s relationship with his assassins. All female, they were never too far from Cypher. She could see the look in his eyes when he spoke with them; it was almost sexual. He looked after them, and they followed his every word with a fanatical reverence that Atsuko found disturbing.
Turning his head to look into Atsuko’s eyes, Cypher said, “I was just wondering why you insisted on being kidnaped in such an ostentatious manner? You could have simply disappeared from your hotel room, and no one would have been the wiser.”
“That’s the point. Why go to all that trouble and not add a little theatrics,” said Atsuko. “Besides, I wanted my father to suffer and be humiliated in front of the whole world.”
Cypher never understood Atsuko’s bitterness toward her father. It ran deep, deeper than any family disagreements he had ever come across. His family had its problems too, but he chose to simply ignore his family and get on with his life.
Atsuko propped herself up in bed and studied Cypher’s face. Something else was eating at him. “What else on your mind, Gabriel? I know when something is bugging you, so what is it?”
“I was thinking that it would have been beneficial to have had all of the original plans for the weapon in our hands before we began our operation,” said Cypher.
Atsuko bit her tongue. She’d told him months ago that he was agreeing to something with the North Koreans before he was ready to proceed. His mania for secrecy saw his people working on individual parts of the project, not the whole. It practically ensured that a project, as complicated as this, was going to run into technical problems. Only she and Cypher knew all the details.
With a practiced smile on her face, Atsuko said, “I never realized that there was a microdot on the back of one of the pages, or you know that I would have made a copy of it as well.”
“It’s not your fault. How were you to know?” said Cypher philosophically as he ran a hand through Atsuko’s hair. “I have it now and that’s all that matters.”
“I took a look at the information contained on the microdot. I am sure that it will help correct the problems you had with the first test of the weapon. The Russian scientists they had working on their device were geniuses. Their calculations done without the aid of modern computers are simply astounding. Had they been alive today, your project would have been completed weeks, if not months, ago. The men you have working for you are good, but lack the skills to think outside of the box.”
“With the new information, I am sure we can get back on track.”
“When do you test it again?” asked Atsuko as she reached over to the nightstand to pour two fresh glasses of champagne.
“In a couple of days’ time,” answered Cypher, taking a glass from Atsuko. “I have instructed the technicians to run several more computer simulations with the new calculations before we try field-testing the device again.”
“A wise move. Hurrying things along before they are ready could lead to another failure and you cannot afford to let your client down.”
Cypher picked up his Rolex wristwatch and looked at the time. “Speaking of my client, we need to get cleaned up. He’s arriving in an hour.”
With that, Atsuko reluctantly crawled out from under the warm sheets and made her way to the bathroom to turn on the shower.
With a grin on his face, Cypher watched Atsuko’s naked body, remembering their passionate lovemaking only just finished. He had no feelings for her whatsoever. She was a means to an end, nothing more. Like her father, when she was no longer useful, she would be discarded like so many other women in his life had been. There was only room in Gabriel Cypher’s heart for himself and no one else, and he intended to keep it that way.

Ninety minutes later, Colonel Hwan, General Pak’s chief of staff, walked into Cypher’s office. His salt-and-pepper hair was parted neatly down the middle. On his slender frame, he wore a brand-new, dark gray suit, bought during a stopover in the Beijing International Airport.
“Good afternoon, Colonel,” said Cypher in Korean with a wide smile on his face as he stood up from behind his desk and walked over to shake Hwan’s hand. “I hope that your journey here was pleasant enough.”
“It was satisfactory,” replied Hwan dryly in English.
The door behind them opened. Atsuko walked in, wearing a black business suit with an open-collared white shirt. On her slender feet was a pair of Italian black leather high-heeled shoes. Seeing the two men standing together, she smiled warmly and walked over.
“Colonel Hwan, I’d like you to meet my business partner in this venture, Miss Atsuko Satomi,” said Cypher.
“My pleasure,” said Hwan, offering his hand. “I am, however, at a loss. I heard that you had been kidnapped in Washington.”
“More like liberated from my loveless father,” said Atsuko, delicately shaking Hwan’s hand.
Hwan inquisitively raised an eyebrow. He decided that he didn’t care what went on between Cypher and Miss Satomi, as long as Cypher was able to deliver the weapons he was paying for on time. Hwan decided to get down to business. “Mister Cypher, General Pak has asked to me personally convey his concern over the additional time you have asked for to complete the testing of the devices.”
“Colonel, please pass on to the general that there was an unforeseen and very minor technical difficulty with the devices. You can assure him that my people are rectifying the minor problem we encountered during our first field test. You will have the weapons you asked for in four days’ time.”
Hwan took a deep breath and looked hard into Cypher’s ice-blue eyes. “Mister Cypher, we commenced operation Long Sword under the assurance that the weapons that we paid a considerable sum for would be operational and not still mired in testing. A billion dollars in hard currency is not a sum that North Korea can easily afford to throw away. I expect to see results right away, or there will be repercussions. Do we understand one another, Mister Cypher?”
Cypher smiled. He got the message but wasn’t going to allow himself to be intimidated by a mere messenger boy. “You will have what you paid for, Colonel; you have my word on it.”
“Your word is meaningless,” said Hwan coldly. “You are already days behind in the delivery of the devices. Just so you don’t get the idea to run out on us, I intend to remain here to personally watch the testing of the next device. If it fails again, we will have no alternative but to scrap Long Sword and that is something General Pak is not willing to do under any circumstances.”
Like two wolves, Cypher and Hwan stared at each other for a few seconds until Atsuko broke the tension. “Colonel, what you propose is most acceptable. There is an unused guest room on the next floor which you can use until you leave.”
With that, one of Cypher’s men escorted Hwan out of the room.
Atsuko walked over to the bar and poured herself a stiff drink of Scotch. She took a sip and looked over at Cypher. She was surprised to see that he was as cool as ice. Her heart was still racing from the confrontation with the North Korean Colonel, yet Cypher looked quite unperturbed by the encounter.
“Cypher, my love, is there something you’re not telling me?” said Atsuko.
“The man is an errand boy. He doesn’t frighten me. None of them do,” said Cypher.
“I wish I had your confidence.”
“I have five devices ready to go, one for the test to be conducted here in the next couple of days and then four more to be used to cripple the Americans. All we need is one device per site and the world’s remaining superpower will be brought to her knees. With their Strategic Petroleum Reserve threatened with destruction, they will be unable to interfere in Pak’s plan to unify Korea under his leadership.”
Pouring another glass, Atsuko walked over and handed it to Cypher. “Here’s to one billion dollars.”
“To one billion dollars,” toasted Cypher, knowing that he could get so much more than that if he sold everyone out, and that was just what he intended to do.
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Chinggis Khan International Airport
Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia
Met at the airport by Jackson and Yuri, Mitchell was bombarded with questions about what had happened in Hong Kong as he jumped into the back of a Mongolian army jeep that had long since seen better days. Belching a cloud of black, oily smoke behind it, Yuri drove their vehicle to the far end of the airport where many of the smaller airlines kept their planes. They pulled into a dilapidated, whitewashed hangar. Mitchell wasn’t surprised to see a small, boxy-looking Soviet-era helicopter sitting in the middle of the hangar, freshly painted in the colors of the Mongolian Air Force.
Jumping down from the back of the jeep, Mitchell stood there shaking his head in disbelief. The hangar was a mess. Dust covered everything. Most of the windows were cracked or missing completely. It probably hadn’t been used in over a decade, and that was precisely why Yuri had rented it. With his long, greasy, black hair pulled back into a ponytail that hung down past the collar of his faded Hawaiian shirt and grease-stained pants, Yuri looked like he belonged there.
“You like?” said Yuri to Mitchell as he pointed over at the helicopter.
“Which museum did you break into to steal this flying hunk of junk?” replied Mitchell.
“I told you he wouldn’t see the genius behind the purchase,” said Jackson to Yuri.
“My dear, Ryan, this is a Soviet-built MI-2 that first flew nearly fifty years ago and is still in use with the Mongolian Air Force. It was going cheap from an old friend of mine. I am proud to say that this is the first helicopter that I learned to fly when I was in the army,” said Yuri as he ran his hand over the stubble on his chin.
“Does it fly?” asked Mitchell.
“‘Does it fly?’” said Yuri mimicking Mitchell. “Of course it flies. Mister Jackson and I were up in it yesterday, taking photographs of that factory in the desert.”
“Can I see the pictures?”
“Follow me,” said Jackson.
Together they walked into a small office. Mitchell smelt the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee. In the middle of the room was a decrepit-looking wooden table. On it was a coffee maker and a half-eaten box of pastries.
“I got hungry waiting for you to arrive,” said Jackson, helping himself to another pastry.
“Where are the pictures?” asked Mitchell, looking around the near-empty room.
“Yuri has them on his laptop,” said Jackson. A second later, Yuri walked into the room holding his laptop. He placed it down on the table, opened it up and then placed a small projector down beside his computer.
Jackson reached over and flicked off the lights. The room grew dim.
The first image shown on the wall was of a wide-open and empty desert. There were numerous tire tracks; however, there wasn’t a vehicle to be seen.
“What’s this?” asked Mitchell.
“That is the location of the parking lot that Sam and Cardinal were going to investigate when they disappeared,” explained Jackson.
“Where are all the cars?”
“They must have been hauled away by the army. In fact, there isn’t a single abandoned vehicle between the highway and Cypher’s factory anymore.”
“That’s not a good sign. Someone’s probably busy covering their tracks right now, and that doesn’t bode well for Sam and Gordon.”
“Our thoughts as well,” said Yuri as he reached into his shirt pocket, grabbed his cigarette package, and then lit one of the cheap, foul-smelling cigarettes.
The next image was an aerial view of the factory, centered on the large building in the middle of the complex.
Mitchell leaned forward in his seat studying the image taking in every detail, from the size of the buildings, their proximity to one another, and especially the security measures in place around the factory.
“Are we still receiving a signal from Sam and Cardinal’s tracking devices?” asked Mitchell.
“Still coming in loud and clear from the main complex building,” answered Yuri.
“The bad news is that the army has established several roadblocks around the factory that are manned night and day,” said Jackson. “It looks like no one is getting in or out of that place without their permission.”
“Security inside the factory?” asked Mitchell, still studying the image on the wall.
“They look like private security, not army regulars,” said Jackson. The image of several men wearing blue SWAT-style uniforms and carrying AK-74s in their hands, standing at the front gate of the factory flashed up on the wall.
“We think we saw about thirty of them spread out throughout the factory,” said Yuri.
“So there’s probably double that on the grounds. You can only see one of the two shifts,” said Mitchell. “One guards the perimeter of the factory while the other keeps watch on whatever is happening inside.”
“Yeah, you could be right,” said Jackson, reaching for the last pastry.
“Okay, I’ve seen enough. We go in tonight,” announced Mitchell.
“And just how do you propose we do that?” asked Yuri, flicking the lights back on in the room.
“I doubt we could drive up and bluff our way into the factory,” said Jackson. “I hate to break it to you, Ryan, but none of us look the slightest bit Mongolian.”
“I don’t intend to drive or break my way into the factory,” said Mitchell.
Yuri shook his head. “Then what is your great plan?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” said Mitchell.
“No.” replied Yuri.
Mitchell smiled. “Yuri, we will drop in uninvited and before anyone discovers that we’re there. We’ll find our friends and then make our way back to the top of the main factory building where you will pick us all up.”
“Oh Lord, you want us to jump from that rust bucket out there into a complex guarded by sixty trigger-happy rent-a-cops, don’t you?” moaned Jackson.
Mitchell nodded. “I can’t think of a better plan… can you?”
Jackson shook his head. “No, I guess not. When do you want to be ready to depart?”
“No later than twenty-three hundred hours.”
“This will cost me a ton of my hard-earned money to buy parachutes, night-vision gear, silenced weapons, and so on,” complained Yuri.
Mitchell knew it was all an act. If he had asked Yuri to obtain a nuclear submarine, he had no doubt that he would know someone, somewhere, who could make the deal happen and on time.
“Quit bellyaching, Yuri. You know General O’Reilly will pay you back,” said Mitchell. “Speaking of the boss, have you guys heard from him recently?”
“Not since yesterday,” said Jackson.
Mitchell stood up and walked out onto the hangar floor. He dialed O’Reilly’s office number and waited. It was well into the evening back home, but Mitchell knew that O’Reilly would still be at his desk, waiting for him to call. A couple of seconds later, O’Reilly’s voice boomed in his ear.
Mitchell got right to the point. “Sir, have you been able to convince the State Department to check on Cypher’s factory?”
“No, I haven’t,” replied O’Reilly. “To be blunt, they are not really that interested in listening to me right now. The situation on the Korean peninsula is turning from bad to worse as each day goes by. Ever since all those children were killed in that vehicle accident with one of our trucks, there have been riots outside several U.S. establishments. Quite a number of student protestors have been killed in clashes with the police. People there are screaming for blood.”
“What about the attempt on Taro Satomi’s life? Surely they can’t dismiss that.”
“Ryan, even you have to admit that there is not one shred of evidence tying his attempted murder to Gabriel Cypher.”
Mitchell felt himself becoming frustrated. “Sir, as this is not a secure line, I’ll forward some thoughts to you on Yuri’s laptop in the next few minutes.”
“Understood,” said O’Reilly, knowing that Mitchell was going to present him with his plan to rescue his missing friends. He wished that he were ten years younger and in the field with Mitchell right now, not tied to his desk. Whatever Mitchell came up with, O’Reilly knew that he would back him all the way. Mitchell wasn’t going to let his people die, not while he still had the chance to save them.
“Sir, I’ve been thinking,”
“That would be a welcome departure from your usual modus operandi,” joked O’Reilly.
Mitchell shook his head. He had walked straight into that one. “Too funny, sir. With Fahimah laid up, I was thinking that perhaps Jen could give Mike a hand with the research into what the Japanese Army was up to on Matua Island. She’s a damn fine historian and is used to digging around for information. I bet she has friends who can help steer her in the right direction.”
“Good idea. I’ll run it by Mike and you by Jen. Perhaps together they can find the answers.”
“Sounds good.”
“Ryan, be careful and bring all of your people home with you,” said O’Reilly, his voice serious.
“Don’t worry, sir, I’m not leaving here until I have all of my friends back.” With that, the call ended.

Back in the States, O’Reilly turned his head and looked out the window of his office. He didn’t see the stars shining brightly in the night sky; his mind was elsewhere. If anyone could save Sam and Cardinal, O’Reilly knew that it was Ryan Mitchell. He was the best man he had in his entire organization. O’Reilly pitied anyone who got between Mitchell and his friends; they didn’t stand a chance. Once enraged, Mitchell wasn’t going to stop until he had sent them all to hell.
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The White House
Washington, D.C.
President Donald Kempt strode into the Situation Room wearing a white, short-sleeved golf shirt and tan slacks. Everyone respectfully rose from their chairs and waited until the president took his seat at the head of the long wooden table. After the morning brief, he was planning to join a charity golf tournament being held in Cumberland, Maryland, to raise money for a local children’s hospital. His staff knew that it was a ploy for votes. With the next presidential election just around the corner, Kempt knew that a bit of feel-good PR could never hurt while shoring up votes in a friendly state. Barely in his fifties, Kempt had a head of prematurely gray hair that he kept short. His dark blue eyes swept around the room, locking on his key advisors as he made his usual round of greetings and pleasantries before the briefing began.
Built below the West Wing of the White House, the Situation Room, originally built in 1961 during the Cuban Missile Crisis, was run by the National Security Council to keep the president and his key advisors up-to-date on any situation developing at home or overseas. Built with the most advanced, state-of-the-art secure communications equipment, the president could talk to any of his people, anywhere in the world, without fear of their conversation ever being intercepted. This morning, he was scheduled to speak with General Anthony James, the commander of U.S. forces in South Korea, about the deteriorating situation on the Korean Peninsula.
With a smile, Kempt took his seat, followed by his staff.
“Good morning, all,” said Kempt.
“Good morning, Mister President,” replied everyone in unison.
“Before we invite General James in Seoul to join us to discuss what he has learned about the vehicle accident that has triggered this latest backlash against our forces in Korea, I would like to know if the information we received the other day is accurate. Has there been a coup in North Korea?”
Dan Leonard, the president’s National Security Advisor, a white-haired, former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, looked over at the president. “Sir, it’s safe to say that there has been change of government in North Korea. Although they have yet to say so publically, our intelligence sources have confirmed that there has been a wholesale slaughter of the former regime, their families, and anyone suspected of being the slightest bit loyal to the late dictator.”
The president shook his head. North Korea was the most secretive, paranoid, and unstable nation on the planet. A new, hardline government looking to solidify its hold on the nation could easily propel them into a war at the slightest provocation.
“Who do we believe is now running the country?” asked the president.
An image of General Pak in full-dress uniform standing beside the man he had murdered flashed up on the screen nearest the president.
“Mister President, we suspect that it was a military coup, and that General Pak, the man on the screen, is now the de facto ruler of North Korea,” explained Anne Hook, the Director of the CIA.
Kempt studied the face of the man on the screen and didn’t like what he saw. He had the cunning look of a fox in his eyes, with all the charm of a used-car salesman etched on his weathered face.
“Have there been any signs of mobilization or changes to troop readiness postures by the North Korean military?”
“Yes, sir,” said Hook. “Satellite imagery has confirmed that the North Korean armed forces went on alert about the same time as the coup. They have moved several armored divisions to staging bases just behind the border with South Korea.”
“They surely can’t be planning an invasion. We’d send them reeling back across the border in a matter of days. I’m surprised that they haven’t threatened to nuke the west coast like they did last year when we held our annual war games with the South Korean Army,” said the vice president, David Grant, a Texan known for saying things from the hip.
“They’re behaving as per their usual script, that’s for sure,” said the president, not convinced that the North intended to start a shooting war — at least not yet. “Okay, change of topic. What do we know about the new interim president of South Korea?”
Anne Hook cleared her throat. “Sir, Shin Seong-il, the country’s former Minister of Defense, was sworn in yesterday as the interim leader of South Korea until elections can be held sometime in December.”
An image of Shin appeared. He was a short man who looked like he had added a few pounds to his midsection recently. His black hair was short, and he wore thick glasses on his round face.
“What do we know about President Shin?” asked Kempt.
“He was born in Busan and volunteered for service in the army when he was eighteen. Rising through the ranks, he retired as a major general before being enticed into politics. He is a quiet man known for his deep thinking and honesty.”
“What’s he doing in politics?” blurted out the vice president.
A chuckle erupted throughout the room.
“The only policy initiative he announced during his post-swearing-in-ceremony press conference was his desire to have all U.S. forces withdrawn from South Korea before he hands over power after an election in December,” said Hook.
“I’ll need to give him a call later today to discuss his decision to ask for troop withdrawals,” said the president to Phillip Riviero, his chief of staff.
“Sir, General James is waiting on the line,” Riviero politely reminded them.
“Yes, of course,” said Kempt. “Okay then, let’s hear from General James.”
A second later, General James appeared on the wall-mounted screen. He was in his late fifties, with short, white hair topping his lean face. His Marine Corps camouflage-pattern uniform was immaculately pressed and fit snug to his body.
“Evening, General, I hope all is well with you and your family,” said the president with a warm smile on his face.
“Sir, Jane and the girls are doing fine. In fact, they’re coming over to visit me next month,” replied James, with a deep southern accent.
If the brewing crisis in Korea was troubling the general, it didn’t show. He looked as cool as a block of ice to the president.
“General, what can you tell me about your investigation into the tragic accident on the outskirts of Seoul?”
“Mister President, the truck involved in the collision was stolen from a parking lot in the Yongsan garrison in Seoul. That fact has been corroborated by two sources. First, from the vehicle identification number found on the torched truck, and secondly, from a home video that was inadvertently shot by a soldier of his South Korean girlfriend as they took an early morning walk.”
“When did you find this video, General?” asked General Patterson, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
“Sir, the soldier didn’t even know that he had taken a video of people breaking into the camp until a few hours ago.”
“Can we see it, General?” asked the president.
“Certainly, sir,” replied General James. A few seconds later, the video shot up on the screen. A slight Korean girl was happily smiling and waving at the person filming her as she walked beside a tall fence. A couple of seconds later, a military truck drove past them on the street. One of the men in the cab was white, and the other, African-American.
“Sir, we verified that the truck in the video is the stolen truck,” said James.
“This doesn’t prove anything, General. It could have been a couple of soldiers out for a joyride who caused the accident,” said the vice president.
“Sir, my people used facial recognition software on the images provided and those men do not match any U.S. personnel serving under my command. Hell, I’d bet my pension that they aren’t even in the military,” said James resolutely.
“Whoever that soldier is, I want him promoted and given a medal,” said the president. “He’s proven that our people are not responsible for the tragic deaths of those children. General James, I want you to contact your counterpart in the South Korean military right away and share that video and anything else you have on those bastards with him.”
President Kempt locked eyes with his CIA director. “I want to know who those SOBs are, where they are, and who paid them up to commit this heinous crime.”
“Yes, sir,” replied Hook.
“Anne, I want them taken alive and then flown to the worst hellhole you can think of. I want answers. No one kills children and then walks away from it… no one,” said Kempt, his voice growing angrier by the second. “And when you are done with them, fly them to Seoul where they can be handed over to the families of the people who lost a child.”
Hook resolutely nodded. She was as tough as any man and was widely respected as a person who got the job done. A long-serving analyst with the CIA before moving up in the agency, she suspected that the men in the video were already dead, but decided to keep her thoughts to herself until the meeting wrapped up.
Kempt thanked General James for his time and then ended the video conference with him. Sitting back in his chair, Kempt locked his fingers behind his head and then stared at the wall for a few seconds.
He took a deep breath, placed his hands down on the table, and looked into the faces of the people in the room. “Something stinks to high heaven, and I don’t know what it is, but I want answers. There are too many things happening on the Korean peninsula all at once to be mere coincidence. First, there is a coup in the North and then the South’s government collapses, leaving a leadership vacuum in both nations that needed to be filled by a new president who wishes to us to pull our forces from Korea. Not to mention this premeditated murder of South Korean children made to look like our personnel were responsible. I smell a rat.”
“A mighty big one if you ask me,” added the vice president.
“Okay, folks, here is what I want to happen. I want the perpetrators of the Seoul massacre hunted down and caught. I want to know why none of us saw a major policy change in South Korean defense coming before it was splashed on the evening news, and lastly, I want our posture changed in the Pacific. I’m not going to get caught with my britches down.”
“Sir, I can quickly ramp up an exercise with the Japanese and South Korean navies as cover. The Seventh Fleet could have two carrier groups steaming for South Korea in a matter of days,” said General Patterson.
“Make it happen, General, and see if the Chinese want to get involved as observers. That should make the North Koreans a bit uneasy, wondering just what we’re up to,” said the president, with a wide grin on his face.
“Can do, sir.”
“Now if there is nothing else to discuss, I’ve got a charity golf game to attend.” With that, President Kempt stood and left the room, quickly followed by his chief of staff, leaving the rest of people in the room hurriedly phoning their respective staffs to put into motion the president’s orders.
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St. Albans,
Vermont
Jen stopped her rented Ford Fiesta and looked down the narrow, tree-lined gravel road that led down to a small wooden cottage nestled against the side of a finger-shaped lake. Overhead, a couple of ducks came in to land on the smooth glass-like waters of the inviting lake.
Jen was thrilled when Ryan asked her to help investigate what had happened on Matua Island during the war. As soon as she hung up, Jen called Mike Donaldson, and for over an hour, they discussed the problem and the road ahead. From Donaldson’s perspective, the problem was not going to be easily solved. Working with the National Archives located in Washington D.C., Donaldson was surprised to learn that everything relating to Japanese wartime activities on Matua Island was still considered top secret and was not available to the public. In fact, as far as the U.S. government was concerned, Unit 881 never existed. There was no mention of it anywhere in the archives.
From her studies, Jen knew that the U.S. government had given many Japanese scientists immunity from prosecution for war crimes in 1948, in exchange for their cooperation in helping them develop biological weapons. To be fair, she knew that the Soviets did exactly the same thing; not that it absolved either nation from allowing known war criminals to live out the rest of their lives as ordinary citizens when their experiments had horribly killed thousands of innocent Chinese citizens and captured allied soldiers. However, according to what Ryan had passed on to her, Unit 881 wasn’t involved in biological weapons testing, so she couldn’t understand why it was still considered to be a state secret by the government.
Jen suggested to Donaldson that he continue with his research online with the archives, just in case there was something there that could help, while she tried a different tactic. She intended to see if there was anyone living in the United States who had served with the Japanese Army on Matua Island. After several hours searching through the immigration archives on line, Jen found four possible names. The first two turned out to be dead ends as both men had already passed away, while the third was in a retirement home suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. The last name on her very short list was for a man living up in Vermont. Tamba ‘Joe’ Kataro had moved to the United States in 1949 and, along with his wife, became a naturalized citizen in 1954. He had written a book chronicling his time as a translator for the U.S. Occupation Forces from 1945 until he left Japan. She bought it online and downloaded it to read later.
When Jen called the man’s home, a woman answered the phone and introduced herself as Mister Kataro’s great-granddaughter. She explained that she visited her great-grandfather on a weekly basis to see how he was doing and was lucky to catch her when she did as she was on her way back home. When Jen asked if she could meet Mister Kataro, the woman grew curious and asked why a complete stranger would want to meet her great-grandfather. Jen crossed her fingers and told a little white lie that as a historian, she was researching the experiences of Japanese translators who had worked for the allied forces in post-war Japan. Explaining that time, however, was of the essence, and if it wasn’t too much of a bother, that she would fly up first thing the next morning to chat with Mister Kataro. After chatting with her great-grandfather, the woman said that it would be no problem at all and that she would meet Jen at her great-grandfather’s cottage.
Jen rose early the next day, She took the first available flight to Montpelier and then made her way through the winding back roads around St. Albans until she arrived at Kataro’s home. Her heart was racing. Normally, her research was dull and spread out over weeks or months of painstaking study. Here, everything was different; lives were on the line, and what she learned today could help solve a decades-old riddle.
The loud blare of a vehicle’s horn startled Jen. She turned her head and saw a mud-splattered, red Dodge truck coming down the gravel road. Pulling up beside Jen’s car, the driver of the truck jumped out and strode over to shake Jen’s hand.
“Good morning, Miss March,” said a woman dressed in blue jeans with a loose-fitting T-shirt that had the logo of presumably the local high school football team on it. She had short red hair, with striking green eyes. Her face had only a hint of her Japanese heritage and by the look of her, she was at least six months pregnant.
“Good morning to you, Mrs. Faraday,” replied Jen, with a warm smile on her face. She felt out of place in the backwoods of Vermont, as she was dressed as if she were going to her office.
“What do you say we drop the formal stuff? You can call me Sarah,” said the woman.
“Please call me Jen.”
“Okay then, Jen, there are a few things that you should know about my grandfather. He likes to be called Joe; it was the nickname the soldiers gave him in Japan after the war. He liked it so much that he insists that people use it, not his original Japanese name. Secondly, he may be pushing on ninety, but his mind is as sharp as ever. Don’t let his doddering, old-great-grandfather act fool you. He likes young women to do things for him, so don’t be surprised if you end up making him some tea and perhaps some toast while you two chat.”
Jen smiled and wondered how she would be when she was that old.
“Will you be coming in with me?”
“Just to make the introductions; after that, I’m taking off for about an hour as I need to pick up my kids from swimming lessons.”
“I can’t thank you and your grandfather enough for letting me see him on such short notice.”
“Not a problem. Like I said, he’ll enjoy your company.”
With that, Sarah and Jen walked to the cottage. Sarah opened the door to the cottage and they stepped inside. The cottage was neat and tidy. The walls were covered with dozens of pictures showing the generations of Kataros on various holidays throughout the country. Oddly, Jen couldn’t see a single picture of Joe when he was a soldier. Most soldiers she met had several pictures of them and their friends adorning the walls. Sarah looked about and then called out for her grandfather. A couple of seconds later, a small man dressed in a pair of old jeans and a freshly ironed plaid shirt walked out from the kitchen. He had a full set of silver hair and wore thick glasses on his weathered face. If Jen did not know his real age, she would have guessed that he was only in mid-seventies. It was obvious that he had taken care of himself as he had grown older, likely through a regular regimen of exercise and a healthy diet.
“Hello again, Joe,” said Sarah. “This is Jennifer March, the historian I told you about.”
Joe looked over at Jen and smiled. “You never told me that she was also one of those runway models you see on the cover of all those magazines in the supermarket.”
Jen and Sarah exchanged a smile.
“Why, thank you, Joe, that’s very sweet of you,” said Jen, extending her hand in greeting.
Joe reached over and firmly shook Jen’s hand.
Sarah said, “Joe, I need to pick up the boys from swimming lessons. I’ll come back in just over an hour. Is there anything you need me to do before I go?”
“No, I’ll be fine here with Jennifer. You can, however, tell me when I’m going to be blessed with another great-grandson?”
Sarah shook her head. “Joe, I keep telling you that this time I’m having a girl. Three boys are enough. I want a girl.” With that, she leaned over, kissed his forehead, and left the cottage.
“Shall we talk in the kitchen?” said Joe.
Jen followed him. Together they sat down at a small wooden table.
“Before we begin, would you like a cup of tea?” asked Joe.
“Yes, please,”
“The kettle is over there, and the tea is in the cupboard beside the stove,” said Joe with a smile on his face that stretched from ear to ear.
Jen smiled back and stood to make the tea. As she looked about the kitchen, she saw more pictures of Joe and his large family. The photographs stretched back whole generations. There were a couple of newer photos of Joe proudly cradling newborn children in his arms beside black-and-white pictures of a very young Joe and his wife standing outside of the cottage. Jen could tell that Joe was a man who treasured his family.
“The picture you’re looking at is of my wife Emiko and me when we first arrived here in the States,” said Joe, his voice tinged with a hint of melancholy. “Those were some of the happiest days of our lives together. She’s been gone going on fifteen years now, and I miss her more each day.”
“She was a beautiful woman,” said Jen honestly.
“My Emiko was the most beautiful woman I ever laid eyes upon. We met right after the war and were married a month later. I am happy to say that we were blessed with three wonderful children. Garry, our oldest, was killed in Vietnam two days shy of his nineteenth birthday. Mark, the next oldest, moved to Canada when he was in his early thirties. I still see him and his family from time to time. Denise settled in town and had a large family, six wonderful children who have remained in and around Vermont. In all, I have nine grandchildren and twenty-three great-grandchildren.”
“Wow, and I thought my family was large. We’re amateurs compared to yours.”
A minute later, Jen sat down at the table and handed Joe his tea.
Jen took a deep breath and then looked over into Joe’s deep-brown eyes. “Joe, I have a confession to make, I didn’t come up here to discuss your time as a translator in post-war Japan.”
Joe furrowed his brow. “Then why did you come here?”
“Joe, some people I know are in danger. I need to know about Unit 881 and what they were doing on Matua Island during the war.”
A look of alarm flashed across Joe’s face.
The room grew quiet and uncomfortable; the only sound came from the clock ticking away over the stove.
“Miss March, are you with the government?” asked Joe.
“No sir, I’m not. It’s kind of difficult to explain, but I really need to know about Unit 881. My friends have become embroiled in something none of us understands. I’m not exaggerating when I say their lives are at stake.”
Joe looked away for a moment; his eyes glazed over as he stared out the kitchen window as if looking back in time.
“Sir, it’s important. I wouldn’t have come up here if I didn’t think that you could have helped me,” said Jen, trying to get Joe’s attention.
Turning his head, Joe looked over at Jen. “First, please call me Joe. I hate being called sir, it makes me feel old, and secondly, I’ve kept my mouth shut for decades about what was going on there. I don’t see the harm in telling you. Uncle Sam can come up here and arrest me if he wants.”
“I won’t tell if you don’t,” said Jen, raising her fingers up to do her best two-fingered scouts’ salute.
“I can see in your eyes that you are very worried. Is someone you love in harm’s way?”
“Yes, there is; his name is Ryan Mitchell, and I love him deeply,” replied Jen, her voice cracking.
“Come with me, Jennifer,” said Joe as he stood and led Jen out into the living room. Walking over to the wall, Joe removed a watercolor painting of the lake outside his home and then reverently turned it over in his hands. He looked longingly down at the back of the frame for a moment before handing the picture over to Jen.
“Remove the backing,” said Joe, taking a seat.
Carefully removing the cardboard backing, Jen was surprised to find a series of folded up letters and hand-drawn pictures hidden inside. Removing them, she placed the picture down on a side table and then took a seat across from Joe.
“I figured someone one day would want to talk about Unit 881. So about fifteen years ago I jotted down what I could from memory.”
Jen looked down at the papers in her hands. One was a map of a tunnel system that ran underneath the island, along with several pages of notes on Unit 881 and what it was testing on the island before it fell. Jen smiled. She had hit the jackpot.
“Miss March, you have to understand. In 1944, I was an eighteen-year-old boy and was conscripted into the Imperial Japanese Army. My eyesight has always been poor, so I was trained to be a radio operator. Dispatched to Matua Island in January of 1945, I was assigned to work with one of the scientists attached to Unit 881 on a project codenamed Black Dragon. His name was Professor Tanaka.”
“Why you?”
“A question I have been asking myself my entire life,” replied Joe, with a grin on his face. “I spoke passable English and Professor Tanaka needed someone who could talk to the Russian scientists working with him.”
“Pardon me, did you say Russian scientists were working for the Japanese?”
“Yes, they were White Russians; anti-communist zealots who had been captured in Northern China. They willingly helped Imperial Japan in preparing weapons of mass destruction to be used against the allied powers. Tanaka couldn’t speak a word of Russian, but one of them, a young man whose name I cannot remember now, spoke English, so I acted as an intermediary for the professor, translating things back and forth. I wasn’t his first translator. Another poor soul had my job for a couple of years before me but he died from pneumonia.”
“What were they building?”
“I’m not a very technical person and most of what I translated was lost on me. It was all scientific gobbledygook as far as I was concerned. However, I will never forget that they were working on a bomb that they planned to somehow deliver from the air.”
“Was it a nuclear bomb?”
“Heavens, no! Thank God that the Imperial Japanese Army never built one of those horrid weapons. I’m not really sure what it was, but it was deemed to be a high priority by Unit 881 right up until the end of the war. All of the other projects smuggled out of Nazi Germany like jet engines, wire-guided missiles, and those enormous V2 rockets were all abandoned as being impractical, but not Tanaka’s project.”
“Did they ever test it?”
“No, I don’t believe so. They were having problems getting it to work. For its time, it was quite a complicated piece of machinery.”
“So what happened?”
“Fortune smiled upon me. One day, while driving back to base, I was in an accident and broke both my arms and my jaw.”
“That doesn’t sound like good luck.”
“With my jaw wired shut, I was of no use to Professor Tanaka anymore, so I was shipped home on the second-to-last flight to leave the island before the Soviets arrived.”
“So what happened after you arrived back home?”
“I was drafted by the allied powers to work as a translator. I worked with them for several years before being allowed to immigrate to America. Part of the arrangement in resettling me here in Vermont was that I was never allowed to speak with anyone about Unit 881, and I haven’t; until today, that is.”
Jen reached over and squeezed Joe’s hand. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you for the information that you have given me today.”
With a sad smile on his face, Joe said, “Once you don’t need those pieces of paper in your hands anymore, promise me that you’ll destroy them. Like a dragon, the past does not need to be awoken. Only misery and death can follow.”
“I promise that the instant they’re no longer needed I will personally destroy them.”
Joe said, “Jen, all this talk of the past is like re-visiting a tragic event long suppressed and hidden away in the back of my mind. I need some fresh air.”
Taking his arm, Jen led him outside. The sun hung high in the sky, its heat warmed Jen’s face as she looked out over the lake.
“Jen, do you think your friends will go to Matua Island to try to find out what the Russian scientists were building?”
“I don’t know, but if the trail they are following leads them there, then I highly suspect that they will. Something very dangerous is going on and the answer may lay hidden in one of the tunnels under the island.”
Joe placed his hand over Jen’s and looked up into her warm brown eyes. “Tell them to be careful.”
“I will. They’re professionals; they know what they are doing.”
“That may be so, Miss March, but when I was injured, they were wiring the place. The tunnels are filled with booby traps.”
Jen’s stomach dropped. A feeling of helplessness overwhelmed her. She turned her head to the sky and wondered what Mitchell was doing. Whatever it was, she prayed that he was safe.
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Cypher Factory Complex
Gobi Desert, Mongolia
Green light bathed the world below.
Mitchell pulled slightly on his right-hand toggle and felt his parachute gently turn to the right. The wind moving across the darkened desert wasn’t very strong, but it still had to be compensated for as Mitchell and Jackson neared their landing zone on top of the main building in the compound.
They had jumped from their MI-2 helicopter at just over two-thousand meters, deployed their steerable parachutes and begun the descent.
Yuri had obtained what he could on such short notice. The parachutes, weapons, radio gear and SWAT-style blue uniforms were easy to buy; however, decent night-vision gear had presented him with a challenge until a contact managed to ‘obtain’ some from a Russian military helicopter parked on the runway.
The top of the main building looked like a large black rectangle from above that grew larger by the second. Four stories high and the length of a football field, Mitchell knew that there would be no problem landing on it. The unknown variable was if they had surveillance cameras located on the roof. If so, they would be spotted the instant they landed. Hedging his bets that the security was designed to look out into the desert and not at the top of the complex’s buildings, Mitchell prepared to land.
A Master Jumper with almost one hundred jumps to his name, Mitchell was a rookie compared to Jackson, who had been jumping from planes when he was still in high school. A fact that he rubbed in every chance that he could.
With seconds to go, Mitchell took a deep breath and waited until he was a couple of meters from the rooftop. He pulled down on both toggles, and felt his forward movement stall. A second later, his feet touched down. He ran forward for a couple of meters before coming to a complete stop. He turned about and quickly pulled in his parachute harness toward him, collapsing his parachute. Mitchell looked about and was relieved to see that aside from himself, the rooftop was empty.
With the practiced skill of an accomplished jumper, Jackson stalled his chute and touched down on the roof as easily as if he had been stepping down off the last rung of a ladder. Like Mitchell, he collapsed his chute and hurried to pack it away. Removing his parachute harness, Jackson jammed his parachute back into his backpack.
Mitchell drew his Styr tactical machine pistol from its holster and quickly screwed on a suppressor. He was hoping to avoid firing on anyone, but if he had to, he didn’t want the whole world to know. He keyed his throat-mic. “Package has arrived.” Mitchell let Yuri know that they had landed. Acknowledging the call, Yuri headed farther out into the night to find a safe place to land and wait for further instructions from Mitchell.
“Okay, I have their signal,” said Jackson barely above a whisper. In his hand was a small, portable tracking device.
“Come on, let’s get to work,” replied Mitchell as he led Jackson to a closed doorway on the side of the roof.
Mitchell wasn’t surprised to find it locked.
Jackson dug out a skeleton key from his pocket. Within a couple of seconds, the door was unlocked. Peering inside, Jackson saw a couple of beat-up old lockers resting beside a set of stairs that led down. Quickly pulling his NVGs off his head, Jackson, with his machine pistol held straight out, stepped inside. He took a quick look over the railing and saw that they were alone.
Mitchell pulled open one of the lockers. It was partially filled with cleaning supplies.
“In here,” said Mitchell to Jackson as he jammed his parachute harness and NVGs into the locker.
With a grunt on his lips, Jackson threw his gear inside and forced the locker door closed.
Mitchell dug out a ball cap from his pocket and placed it on his head. “How do I look?”
“Like a tall, white guy in a blue uniform,” replied Jackson.
“Well, then we’ll both stand out as I doubt there are too many non-Mongolians on the payroll.”
Mitchell was hoping that anyone they ran into would see the uniform first before they realized that the man wearing it didn’t belong there. It was that split-second hesitation that he was relying on to help them gain the upper hand.
“I’ll lead. You tell me where to go,” said Mitchell as he began to climb down the stairs.
As they moved down the stairwell, Mitchell and Jackson weren’t surprised to see that the complex descended well below the ground. They had expected a basement floor or two but were taken aback when the stairs seemed to go on forever into the dark and changed from newly installed metal ones to much older cement ones.
“I think we just stumbled on an old Soviet installation,” said Mitchell over his shoulder. “It doesn’t look like they use these older floors very much.”
“Well, that’s where we have to go. The signal is getting stronger. As long as we can take the elevator back up, I say we push on.”
“We may have to take the elevator. We have no idea what shape Sam or Gordon are going to be in when we find them.”
“Let’s just hope that they’re okay.”
With that, they continued down the stairs until Jackson reached over and tapped Mitchell on the shoulder. He pointed at the nearest door and quietly said, “Ten meters that way.”
The adrenaline began to pump into Mitchell’s veins. Taking a deep breath, he slowly reached over and cracked opened the door. Peering down the long, darkened hallway, he smiled to himself.
The corridor was empty.
With his machine pistol at the ready, Mitchell walked down the poorly lit corridor until he came to a closed door.
With a tap on his shoulder from Jackson, Mitchell braced himself. Moving to one side, he waited. A second later, Jackson reached over and tried the doorknob. The door was unlocked. Mitchell waited a split-second before dropping to one knee as Jackson flung the door open.
Aside from a wooden table in the middle of the room, the room was empty.
Mitchell carefully stepped inside, aiming his weapon as he advanced. He clenched his jaw when he saw Sam and Cardinal’s boots laying there on the table with their heels cut open and the tracking devices resting beside them. His heart felt heavy. Had they arrived too late?
“Damn,” muttered Jackson over Mitchell’s shoulder.
Lowering his weapon, Mitchell reached down and picked up the tracking device from beside one of Sam’s boots. Looking at the small emitter in his hand, his blood began to boil. Someone had to answer for this.
From behind, a Mongolian guard stepped into the room and nearly ran straight into Jackson’s back. Before he could say a word, Jackson spun around on his heels and grabbed the stunned guard by the neck. He lifted him up off the ground and angrily slammed the guard into the far wall.
With a pained moan on his lips, the guard slid to the floor.
Jackson took a quick look up and down the hall and saw that the guard was on his own. He closed the door behind him and strode over to the injured guard.
Mitchell pulled the guard’s pistol from its holster as he hauled him up onto his feet.
“I hope you speak English,” said Jackson, his voice cold and menacing.
The young guard, his eyes wide with fear, shook his head from side to side.
“I don’t think he understands what you’re saying,” said Mitchell.
“Wonderful. Now what do we do?”
“Let me try something.” With that, Mitchell switched into Russian and asked the guard if he understood.
With a terrified nod, the guard muttered that he did.
“Where are the people who belong in these clothes?” asked Mitchell.
“Next floor down,” stammered the guard.
“Where exactly?”
“They are in the middle rooms. That’s all I know.”
Mitchell smiled and passed on what the guard had said to Jackson.
“He’s one lucky SOB. I was ready to break him in two if Sam and Gordon were dead,” said Jackson.
Mitchell had no doubt that his friend meant every word.
“What do we do with this one?” asked Jackson.
“Knock him out and tie him up.”
With a smile, Jackson sent his right fist flying into the guard’s jaw.
Using the guard’s clothes to tie him up, Jackson pulled off one of the guard’s socks and jammed it as hard as he could into the man’s mouth to keep him quiet.
Mitchell moved to the door, took a quick look about and then stepped out into the hallway closely followed by Jackson, who, for good measure, snapped off the doorknob.

Sam fought back the tears as she placed a damp cloth on Cardinal’s forehead and then looked down at the new cuts and bruises on his face. For the past couple of days, the guards had been taking Cardinal to a room across the hallway to beat him senseless. Like a caged animal, she snarled at them as they dragged him away. If the guards didn’t have weapons trained on her and Cardinal, she would have attacked and torn them apart with her bare hands. What she couldn’t understand was that they never asked him any questions. They just took turns pummeling him until he blacked out.
A weak moan escaped Cardinal’s purple, swollen lips.
She gently reached down and pulled Cardinal close to her chest. With a weak smile on her face, she delicately kissed Cardinal’s forehead and told him that everything was going to be all right and that their friends would come for them. It was getting harder for her to believe that with every passing day. She began to prepare herself for the inevitable. She had already decided that she would go down on her feet and take as many of the bastards as she could with her when they tired of Cardinal and came for her.
Voices grew loud in the hallway.
Sam’s heart began to race in her chest. They had beaten Cardinal within an inch of his life earlier in the evening. They never came back until the next day to continue their sadistic routine.
The door swung open and three Mongolian guards stepped inside.
“What do you want?” said Sam defiantly.
The oldest one in the group with a disgusting leer on his face pointed at her. “Leave him. You are to come with us.”
Sam knew they weren’t going to beat her; they intended to rape her. This was the end. She would die rather than allow any one of them to defile her.
“Now!” snapped the guard.
Sam kissed Cardinal one last time. She delicately laid his head down on a pillow before standing up so she could look at her attackers in the eye. She quickly sized up her opposition. They were all musclebound men who looked to be in peak condition. She didn’t doubt that she could take out one or two of the guards before the last one got a shot off. If that was her fate, so be it.
The nearest guard stepped forward and reached over to grab Sam’s arm.
Like a steel trap going off, Sam attacked, gabbing the man’s outstretched arm. She twisted it hard over and then launched her right foot straight into his groin.
With a muffled groan, the man doubled over and dropped to his knees.
She let go of the wounded man’s arm and spun about on her heels as another guard dove at her.
Sam turned her hip into the guard, grabbed the man and flipped him over her and onto the hard concrete floor. Still holding onto the man’s right arm, she jammed her foot into his armpit and twisted his arm as hard as she could. With a sickening pop, Sam dislocated the man’s arm from its socket.
A shot rang out.
Sam saw the older guard standing there with a pistol aimed straight at her head.
“Move back,” ordered the guard, his voice cold and deadly.
Sam stepped aside, her breathing heavy and ragged.
“Now strip.”
“Over my dead body,” said Sam, keeping her head held high.
The guard smiled. “Have it your way, bitch.”
Sam gritted her teeth. She was not going to close her eyes or beg for her life at the end.
Without warning, blood appeared on the front of the guard’s shirt.
Startled, Sam stepped back slightly as the guard’s body tumbled to the floor. Sam almost leapt for joy when she saw Mitchell enter the room, his weapon trained on the lifeless body.
A moan escaped the lips of the man at her feet. Something snapped in Sam’s mind. A blinding, white-hot rage surged through her body. Walking over, she ripped Mitchell’s silenced machine pistol from his hands and coldly fired off a shot into each of the injured guards’ skulls, killing them. She stared down at the dead bodies. Sam felt nothing for the men she had just killed. In her heart, she knew that they intended to rape and then kill her. They got what they deserved, as far as she was concerned.
“It’s over,” said Mitchell as he laid a hand on Sam’s shoulder.
Sam looked into Mitchell’s blue-gray eyes. She could not believe it. The nightmare was over. Like a dam bursting, all of the pent-up feelings of fear pushed deep inside her came flooding to the surface. With tears streaming down her face, Sam threw herself into Mitchell’s arms.
“It’s okay. We’re here to take you home,” said Mitchell, holding Sam close.
Jackson moved past them and checked on Cardinal. His face grimaced when he saw how bad Cardinal had been beaten. Shaking his head in anger, Jackson moved back to the door to keep watch.
Sam wiped the tears from her face and smiled at Mitchell. She slowly let go of him. “Ryan, I don’t know what you’ve got planned, but Gordon can’t walk.”
“I’ll carry him,” said Jackson firmly.
“Okay, then. We’ll take the nearest elevator and head up to the roof where Yuri can pick us up,” said Mitchell.
With Cardinal in his arms, Jackson handed Sam his machine pistol and fell into line behind Mitchell and Sam as they made their way down the long hallway. They only needed a few minutes, and they would be home free.
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Cypher Factory Complex
Gobi Desert, Mongolia
With a puzzled look on his aged face, the late-night janitor held up the night-vision gear he had found in his cleaning locker. He had been looking for a fresh jug of wax to polish the floors with when he stumbled upon Mitchell and Jackson’s stowed equipment. The old man had no real idea what he was looking at. Thinking it was something that belonged to the security people, he decided that it was nothing to trouble himself with. With a bored shrug, he was about to walk away when he decided to check his other locker for some wax and found the parachutes. With a look of disbelief on his face, he knew that something was wrong. He hurriedly made his way down the stairs and found a phone. Struggling to catch his breath, he made a call to the complex’s security office.

Atsuko was restless.
Cypher was sitting at his desk, busy on a laptop checking his stock portfolio while she waited for him in bed. She couldn’t understand why a man who was already a multi-millionaire would even bother worrying about how much money they had made from one stock or another.
“Come to bed, Gabriel. You can worry about your stocks in the morning,” said Atsuko, trying her best to sound alluring and wanting.
“Just one more minute, my love,” replied Cypher. “I just want to see how things went in New York earlier today.”
Love. Atsuko wished it were true. She knew that it was only a word that Cypher threw around to keep her interested. Still, she liked the sound of it, genuine or not.
Suddenly, a loud klaxon alarm blared in their bedroom, startling Atsuko so much that she screamed in fright.
The phone beside Cypher rang. He picked it up and listened for a few seconds before hanging up.
“What’s going on?” yelled Atsuko, trying to be heard over the shrieking alarm.
“We have intruders,” replied Cypher as he opened a drawer on his desk and pulled out a pistol. He jammed home a loaded magazine, and pulled back on the action, loading a round into the chamber. Grabbing his red silk housecoat, he quickly dressed. Cypher picked up a remote and turned on all of the wall-mounted screens in his room. He changed the channels until the security monitors showed what he was looking for. Cypher grinned when he saw his prisoners and two other men get into an elevator. So, they had come after all. He was beginning to doubt that someone would ever come for his prisoners. With a growing smile on his face, he realized that the man leading them matched the description given to him by Tara, his favorite assassin, after her failed attempt to kill Atsuko’s father.
“I know that man,” said Atsuko as she hurriedly dressed.
“You do?”
“Yes, his name is Ryan Mitchell. He was the one assigned to guard me at the unveiling in Washington.”
Cypher was stunned. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.”
“He’s the man the woman said would come for her and the Canadian.”
“He’s also very dangerous, Gabriel… I’d be careful if I were you.”
Cypher stared at Mitchell with hate in his eyes.
“What are you going to do?”
He picked up his phone and dialed a number. The instant the line was answered, he said, “Stop the number two elevator and then send a squad of men to detain the people trapped inside.”

With a jarring halt, the elevator stopped moving.
“They’re on to us,” said Sam, calmly looking up at the camera mounted in the roof of the elevator.
Furiously smashing it with his machine pistol, Mitchell said, “Okay, everyone, up and out.”
“I’ll never fit through that,” moaned Jackson as he looked up at the small escape hatch on the roof of the elevator.
“You’re welcome to stay here and greet the guards when they arrive.”
“Out of my way,” muttered Sam. Using Jackson as a ladder, she climbed up and pushed open the trap door. A couple of seconds later, she was standing on top of the elevator.
“Pass up Gordon,” said Sam as she reached down from above.
As soon as Cardinal was out of the elevator, Mitchell jumped up and hauled himself up through the hatch.
“Damn it,” muttered Jackson to himself as he stripped down to his underwear.
Mitchell lay face down on the top of the elevator and hung his arms down. “Come on, sexy.”
“You cannot tell anyone what happened here,” said Jackson as he tossed his clothes up and then took hold of Mitchell’s arms.
“Jesus, Nate. Lose a few pounds, would you?” said Mitchell as he strained to pull his friend up.
From behind, Sam grabbed Mitchell’s shoulders. Together they pulled for all they were worth.
Grunting and groaning as if he were in labor, Jackson slowly inched his way up and out of the elevator. A few seconds later, covered in sweat, he lay on top of the elevator, gasping for air.
“Don’t say it. I know I need to go on a diet. When I get back I promise to lose a few pounds,” said Jackson.
“I’ve heard that one before. Now hurry up and get dressed; we have to get out of here,” said Mitchell, looking up the near-pitch-black elevator shaft.
Cracking open a glow stick from his pants pocket, Mitchell shook it for a second. A bright green light filled the elevator shaft. Looking around, Mitchell cursed himself when he saw that they were about a meter short of the next floor. He reached up with his hands, jammed them in-between the closed doors and then tried pulling them apart.
They wouldn’t budge.
Jackson, still only partially dressed, hurried over and thrust his big hands between the doors as well. Taking a side each, they pulled with all their might until the elevator doors slowly began to slide apart. The instant they were open wide enough for Sam to crawl through, she was gone. Quickly returning with a broom in her hands, she jammed it between the doors, keeping them open.
Jackson picked up Cardinal and carefully handed him up to Sam before climbing up to join her. Mitchell wished for a moment that he had a grenade to booby trap the elevator with when he heard voices.
Time was up. They had to get moving.
Mitchell scrambled up to join his friends. He looked up above the elevator and saw that they were one floor below the main factory floor. He yanked the broom from between the doors, Mitchell knew that time wasn’t on their side.
Mitchell tried calling Yuri.
There was no reply.
He tried again.
“It’s no use. We’re probably too far underground for these cheap Russian-made radios to work,” said Jackson as he gently picked up Cardinal.
“Okay then, let’s make for the roof,” said Mitchell.
The nearest door leading to the stairs was at the far end of the hallway. Mitchell took the lead with Jackson carrying Cardinal in the middle and Sam bringing up the rear.

The loud siren stopped, replaced by the sounds of men hurrying down the hallway, yelling to one another.
Colonel Hwan had been reading in bed when the alarm went off. Throwing on his only set of rumpled clothes, he tried calling the main office to find out what was going on; however, the only person there spoke Mongolian. Cursing the man, Hwan slammed the phone down and decided to see for himself what was going on. Hwan looked about and saw a couple of heavily armed guards run by as they jammed fully loaded magazines into their AKs.
A second later, he saw Cypher and Atsuko hurrying down the hallway. He had to stifle a snicker. Cypher was still dressed in his pajamas, with a bright red silk housecoat overtop; in his hand was a pistol. Atsuko wore a designer-made, tan flight suit that hugged her lithe body.
“What’s going on?” demanded Hwan.
“We have intruders trapped in the elevator,” said Cypher as he strode past, without bothering to look over at Hwan.
“Where?” asked Hwan, chasing after Cypher.
“On the next floor.”
“Who are they?”
“They are private security people who have come to rescue a couple of their friends.”
“What the hell? Are you telling me that you’ve been holding people prisoner in this complex?”
“It doesn’t concern you,” snapped Cypher, opening the door to the stairwell, climbing the stairs two at a time.
Hwan reached over and grabbed Cypher’s arm, twisting him around. “Listen here, Mister Cypher, everything you do is my government’s concern. We are paying you a great deal of money to see this project through. If these people somehow escape, this could seriously jeopardize our entire operation.”
Cypher scowled at the annoying man. He yanked his arm free and said, “They won’t escape. I knew that these overgrown Boy Scouts would come for their friends, so I left them alive, so I could kill them all together.”
Hwan gritted his teeth. “They had better not get away, or I will hold you personally responsible.”
Cypher ignored the threat and carried on. A couple of seconds later, he joined a group of guards as they took up positions outside of the elevator, their weapons tight against their shoulders.
“Open it,” ordered Cypher.
With a quick nod, a guard stepped forward and placed a key in the elevator control panel and the then turned the key over. The doors slid open.
Everyone tensed, expecting a gun battle.
Instead, they found themselves looking at an empty elevator stuck halfway between the floor they were on and the next.
“They’re gone,” said the guard.
“I can bloody well see that,” snapped Cypher. “Find them! Make sure you tell the security detail commander to lock down the complex. No one gets in or out without my permission.”
The guard nodded and then grabbed his Motorola to speak to his supervisor back at the command post.
“Lost something?” said Hwan dryly.
Cypher spun about on his heels. Anger filled his eyes. If he had been any other man, Cypher would have killed him on the spot.
“If know what’s good for you, you’ll keep out of my face, Hwan,” said Cypher. He rushed to join a couple of guards as they hurried to the far stairwell.

Hwan shook his head and began to wonder why General Pak had chosen this capitalist fool with such an important part of the plan to unify Korea under his leadership. As more men hurried for the stairs, Hwan decided to follow.
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The factory
The sound of bullets hitting the metal stairs in front of Mitchell sounded like hail hitting a tin roof during a summer hailstorm.
Mitchell swore. Without aiming, he raised his machine pistol and fired off a quick burst up the stairwell, forcing the guard who had fired on him to dive for cover.
Behind, Sam opened up, wounding a guard in the arm.
“There are people on the stairs above me. Looks like the roof is a non-starter,” yelled Mitchell over his shoulder.
“We can’t go back, either,” said Jackson as Sam fired another long burst at the men coming up the stairs behind them.
Mitchell pulled open a door leading off the stairs. With his machine pistol held out in front of him, he looked down the empty hallway. They didn’t have a choice; they would have to find another way out and fast.
With another long burst up and down the stairwell, Sam leaped into the hallway, pulling the door closed behind her.
“Jam it,” ordered Mitchell.
Sam grinned as she reached for a dropped Mongolian coin lying on the floor. Quickly picking it up, she jammed it in as hard as she could between the door and the doorframe.
“Let’s go. It won’t hold them for long,” said Sam.
Mitchell turned about and began to jog down the long, sterile-looking hallway. As they ran past, technicians in white lab coats stuck their heads out of their offices. Most were curious as to what all the fuss was about while several angrily demanded to know what was going on. Behind them, they could hear men yelling and pounding on the jammed door.
A man with thinning blond hair above his well-tanned face stepped out of his room and raised a hand to stop Mitchell. “You there, just what the hell is going on around here?” said the man, his accent was Australian.
Mitchell brought his weapon up until he was looking over his sights into the man’s eyes. “Where do they keep the transport vehicles?”
With the look of a frightened rabbit, the man pointed down the hallway. “The hangar floor… on the far side.”
“Thanks, and this is what you get for working for the wrong people,” said Mitchell as he smashed his weapon into the man’s face, knocking him out cold. Without waiting for the man to hit the floor, Mitchell was off again.
“That’s your plan; we’re simply gonna drive out of here?” said Jackson, huffing and puffing as he ran to keep up.
“If you’ve got a better one, I’m all ears,” replied Mitchell.
Jackson shook his head. Sometimes a simple plan was the best plan. In this case, it was their only plan.
Mitchell ran out onto the expansive hangar floor. Quickly checking for any security guards, he was relieved to see that for now, the coast was clear. A few forklifts moved about, carrying pallets of goods to unpack, their drivers oblivious to the strangers dashing across the open floor.

With an ear-shattering explosion, the jammed door blew open. Shards of wood and twisted metal flew down the hallway, sliding along the polished floor. A guard had suggested dismantling the door, but Cypher was in no mood to wait. He ordered it to be blown apart. Cypher was like a bloodhound on the trail of a fox; there was nothing that was going to stop him from catching his quarry.
Before the smoke had cleared, Cypher was through the blasted wreckage and sprinting down the long, narrow corridor. Behind him, Atsuko and a dozen guards ran to keep up.

Hwan stopped and picked up a dropped AK from one of the wounded guards. He checked that it was loaded and then hurried to catch up. He wasn’t fooled; the people they were chasing weren’t amateurs. They had foiled Cypher’s attempts to catch them and had killed or wounded several guards, quickly and efficiently. If Cypher and his men couldn’t stop them, Hwan intended to.

“There, that one over there will do,” called out Mitchell.
Sweat poured like rivers down Jackson’s forehead into his eyes. Carrying Cardinal didn’t ever register; it was all the running around that his body objected to. As he ran past a couple of eighteen-wheelers parked against the wall, Jackson saw the vehicles Mitchell had spotted. Two Mongolian six-wheeled, all-terrain, army vehicles were being looked over by a group of mechanics. One had its hood up, while the other was having its driver’s-side front wheel replaced.
Coming to a sliding halt between the vehicles, Mitchell grabbed the nearest technician and asked him if he spoke English. The surprised man shook his head and tried to step back, only to be held firmly in Mitchell’s grip.
“I speak English,” said a youthful-looking technician, covered in dirt and grime from working underneath the vehicles.
“What’s wrong with this vehicle?” Mitchell asked, pointing at the ATV with its hood up.
“Nothing, there’s nothing wrong with it. I was just admiring its engine,” replied the technician, wondering why armed strangers were enquiring about the army vehicles.
“Where are the drivers?” asked Sam.
“They went to get something to eat.”
“Well, we need it right now,” said Mitchell, letting go of the scared technician and pushing him out of his way.
Mitchell slammed the hood down and pointed at the massive ATV. Right away, Jackson gently placed Cardinal in one of the seats in the back of the vehicle while Sam buckled him in.
Mitchell climbed up into the driver’s seat and was relieved to see that everything on the dash was still labelled in English. Recently purchased from the British Army, the six-wheeled Coyote was designed for use in the IED-infested deserts of Afghanistan. With a .50 caliber heavy machine gun mounted on the roof, the vehicle could dish it out if needed. Mitchell had never driven one before, not that it mattered. This was their ticket out of the complex. He reached for the starter button and pushed down. The vehicle’s 5.9-liter Cummins engine roared to life.
Without being told, Jackson scurried up behind the .50 cal. He loaded a belt into the feed tray before pulling back on the charging lever, loading a round into the chamber.
Mitchell placed the vehicle in drive. He placed his foot on the accelerator and felt the Coyote’s tires grip the smooth hangar floor. Slowly, the ATV began to pick up speed. Up ahead were the main hangar doors sitting wide open. The cool, dark night beckoned to them.

They burst out onto the hangar floor like a raging torrent of water. A second later, Cypher and his men skidded to a halt, staring in disbelief as the ATV driven by Mitchell drove past them.
Atsuko ran around the men. Her jaw dropped when she saw Mitchell behind the wheel of the 6x6. For a brief second, their eyes locked.
“Stop them. They’re getting away!” hollered Cypher at the top of his lungs, gesturing wildly at the ATV.
Shaken from their lethargy, the guards brought up their weapons. A split second later, a torrent of bullets flew into the side of the armored vehicle.
Mitchell heard the bullets strike the armor plating. With his foot jammed on the accelerator, it was going to take a lot more than small arms’ fire to stop their vehicle.
With a dull roar, Jackson brought the Coyote’s .50 cal to life. In the blink of an eye, men barely twenty meters away were torn to pieces as the heavy machinegun’s bullets ripped through the air.
Atsuko screamed and threw herself to the ground. She placed her hands over her ears, trying to drown out the horrible noise of men being shredded to pieces right beside her. She turned her head slightly and saw Cypher standing there in his red housecoat, impotently firing his pistol at the armored ATV as it raced for the open hangar doors.

With her body across Cardinal’s, Sam tried to protect him from the shrapnel flying about in the back of the ATV. She watched numbly as Jackson brought down a group of men in seconds. Sam saw another batch of guards step out into hangar. In a flash, her blood boiled. In the lead was the Mongolian sergeant who had broken Cardinal’s hand. She saw a pistol hanging from Jackson’s belt. She reached over, drew the 9mm, cocked it and turned her wrath on the man who had caused them so much pain. She fired until the pistol was empty. Sam killed their tormentor and anyone who tried to go near him. With a loud cry, she threw the empty pistol from the back of the ATV.

Hwan emerged into the hangar and nearly lost his balance as his shoes slid along the blood-covered cement. With a look of utter disbelief, he watched as the ATV raced out of the hangar into the night.
“What the hell are you going to do now?” yelled Hwan at Cypher.
Cypher turned to face Hwan, with his pistol aimed straight at the colonel. Cypher’s eyes were ablaze, his face contorted in anger. He fought to control himself. Cypher lowered his pistol. He knew this wasn’t the place or the time; he would have to wait to kill Hwan. Then with icy calmness, he said, “They haven’t got away yet. I need to speak with the army units on patrol outside of the complex. They can deal with them.”
Cypher walked to the nearest telephone on the wall and picked it up. Within seconds, he was speaking with the army colonel in charge of the outer perimeter, telling him that saboteurs had struck the complex, and that he needed to ensure they were to be either killed or captured. He didn’t care which, only that they were stopped. Cypher, satisfied that things were turning back in his favor, hung up the phone. He calmly walked over to Atsuko, who was still cringing on the blood-soaked floor.
“Come, my dear,” Cypher said delicately. “We need to get cleaned up.”
Shaking, she took his hand and slowly got up off the floor. Her legs were weak. The sound of the men dying still rang in her ears. The scene all around her was a slaughterhouse. Dead and dying men were strewn everywhere. She willed herself not to be sick in front of the North Korean colonel.
Cypher and Atsuko went to change their clothes, seemingly oblivious to the carnage at their feet.
Hwan let go of the AK in his hands and bent down to help the nearest man, trying to crawl back away from the dead bodies lying beside him. Cypher might be a cold-hearted monster, but Hwan was still a soldier, and he wasn’t just going to let the men at his feet die without trying to help save those he could.
He placed his hands over a man’s shattered leg, trying to stem the bleeding. Hwan gritted his teeth. As soon as Long Sword was complete, he was going to delight in putting a bullet into Cypher’s skull.
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The desert
Mitchell had been so focused on his driving that he barely heard Jackson firing away at the guards.
Speeding out of the hangar, Mitchell turned the wheel hard over to the left. Dirt and rocks flew from the rear tires as they clawed into the loose ground for traction. From the aerial photographs taken by Jackson and Yuri, Mitchell knew that the main gate was to the east. However, it would be too heavily guarded. There was another smaller gate that allowed traffic in and out on a side road that was located less than five hundred meters to the north, and that’s where Mitchell was headed.
Pressing his throat-mic, Mitchell called Yuri.
A second later, Yuri’s voice filled Mitchell’s earpiece. He had never been so happy to hear Yuri’s voice before in his life. “Listen up, Yuri, the plan has change. We need you to be ready to pick us up about ten kilometers north of the complex.”
Yuri acknowledged the order and started to warm up the helicopter’s engine.
Mitchell swerved around a slowly driven truck. A second later, he spotted the side gate in the distance. From out of the night, a searchlight, as bright as day, lit up the escaping ATV. Swearing, Mitchell brought up a hand to block out the blinding glare from the intense light.
“Nate, find that light and take it out,” yelled Mitchell over his shoulder.
Jackson spun the .50 cal around, aimed it in the general area of the searchlight and opened fire. A deadly swath of bullets raced toward a tall guard tower on the fence.
Within seconds, the sentry station and its powerful light atop the tower were no more.
Mitchell drove like a madman, his foot jammed down on the accelerator. Like a large, metal, charging bull elephant, the ATV struck the metal gate, ripping it from its hinges. He left the vehicle’s lights off. Mitchell gripped the steering wheel and turned it slightly, taking them off the road and out into the desert.
Driving fast cross-country took skill. Doing so in the dark was reckless.
Mitchell had no choice. He wasn’t worried about the people back at the complex anymore. It would take them some time to get organized and come after them. He was more worried about the couple of hundred Mongolian soldiers ringing the factory. They undoubtedly had orders to shoot to kill.
It was now a race to link up with Yuri before the Mongolian Army found them driving around in the dark.
Without a GPS to guide him, Mitchell turned his head and looked up into the night sky. He found the North Star and steered toward it. He prayed that his luck would hold and pressed down hard on the accelerator.

Sergeant Batzorig listened to the order as it came over his radio headset. He turned his head, looked out into the desert and saw nothing but rocks and darkness.
Stationed on a dirt track north of the factory, Batzorig — and his detachment of two Russian-made, BTR-80 eight-wheeled armored personnel carriers — had been sitting idle overlooking the barren desert for days. He had been playing cards with a few of his men in the back of his carrier when the call came in. He stood on top of his carrier, brought up a set of NVGs to his eyes and looked out into the desert. At first, he saw nothing, when from out of a gully raced a 6x6 vehicle without its lights on.
His heart raced. The saboteurs were coming his way.
He yelled at his men to get into their vehicles and to get ready.
Drilled incessantly by the sergeant, his men knew what to do. Within seconds, both vehicle crews stood ready to engage the enemy. Their vehicles were armed with 14.5mm heavy machine guns. Batzorig grinned to himself. The saboteurs didn’t stand a chance against the firepower from his two armored vehicles.
Like a panther waiting in the dark to strike, Batzorig watched through his NVGs as the vehicle sped toward his trap, unaware that the lives of its passengers were now his to take.

In the dark, Jackson regretted leaving their NVGs behind. He had good eyesight, but would have felt better if he could see what was in front of them. A second later, Jackson felt a tug on his pants leg. Looking down he saw Sam.
“Tell Ryan to slow down,” yelled Sam. “All these bumps are killing Gordon.”
Jackson keyed his throat-mic. “Ryan, Sam says you need to slow down a little. All these bumps are hurting Gordon.”
Mitchell slowed down. Turning the wheel, Mitchell steered the big 6x6 into a long, dry riverbed that meandered around a couple of small hills in the near distance.
“See anything?” asked Jackson.
“Nope… not a thing,” answered Mitchell. “By my estimation we are at least six or seven kilometers from the factory. We should hopefully see Yuri soon enough.”
“That would be good. I think Cardinal is really busted up inside.”
Mitchell clenched his jaw. The beating Cardinal had taken at the hands of his jailers had been brutal and sadistic. There was no need to have tortured him. It was done for the sheer pleasure of it. Mitchell hoped one day to return the favor to Cypher.
“Did you notice Miss Satomi in the hangar during our escape?” said Mitchell.
“No, I didn’t,” said Jackson. “I was kinda too focused on getting us out of there alive to see her.”

With a wicked grin on his face, Sergeant Batzorig told his machine gunner in the vehicle turret to lay his weapons’ sights on the approaching vehicle and to await his order to open fire. Radioing his other crew, Batzorig told them to hold their fire until his vehicle had opened up on the saboteurs.
There would be no escape from his ambush. With the vision of a promotion or a big fat reward for killing the enemy in his mind, Batzorig began to grow nervous. He had never fired a shot in anger before and was eagerly looking forward to the chance to prove himself in combat.

A bright light reached down from the night sky, illuminating a rocky hill.
Flying low over the ground, Yuri jammed his AK out of the cockpit window and fired on the closest BTR-80.
Tracers streaked down at the armored vehicle.
It was a one in one million chance to hit anything firing one-handed out the window of a moving helicopter, but Yuri had to do something to warn his friends that they were driving into a trap.

Batzorig saw the world turn bright, blinding him. He ripped off his NVGs and looked up, trying to see where the light was coming from. Barely a second later, a helicopter flew over their positions no more than twenty meters off the ground, firing at the BTR-80 parked just off to the left of his own vehicle.
Panic paralyzed his mind. Who was firing on them?
Before he could order his gunner to open fire, disaster struck. His second vehicle began to back up. His eyes widened when he saw that it was on a collision course with his vehicle.
He tried to warn his driver to move out of the way, but he was too slow. With a loud crunch of metal compacting from the sudden impact, Batzorig felt his vehicle, hit dead center, begin to lift up off the ground and then slowly roll over. He tried to grab onto something but instead was sent flying out of his seat. He landed hard on the side of the rocky hill with two shattered ribs. Barely, a second later, with the sound of metal being smashed filling his mind, the last thing he ever saw was the night sky blackened out as his vehicle rolled over on top of him, crushing the life out of him.

Yuri’s chopper raced right over Mitchell’s ATV and then banked off into the night.
Mitchell swore, jammed his foot down on the accelerator, and then steered the ATV up and out of the riverbed. They had come too close to being ambushed and killed; blind luck and Yuri’s sharp eyes had saved them. He had no doubt in his mind that within minutes, Mongolian army units would be making their way over to see what had happened. And he wanted to be long gone when they arrived.
Yuri’s voice broke the silence. “Ryan, you’re welcome.”
“I was going to thank you when you landed,” replied Mitchell.
“Da, of course you were,” said Yuri. “Turn slight right and go for another couple of hundred meters and then stop. I’ll meet you there.”
No sooner had Mitchell parked when Yuri’s chopper dropped out of the night sky and landed barely fifty meters away, sending a dust cloud swirling up and around the helicopter, obscuring it from sight.
Jackson took one last look around. Satisfied that no one was following them, he jumped down and helped Sam carry Cardinal to the waiting helicopter.
Climbing into the co-pilot’s seat, Mitchell saw Yuri sitting there with night-vision gear on his head, looking like a being from outer space. He looked over his shoulder and watched as Cardinal was strapped into a stretcher in the back of the chopper.
A minute later, Yuri applied power to the helicopter’s engine. Slowly, the chopper began to rise up from the ground. Effortlessly, pivoting in the air, Yuri turned the helicopter south and then gunned the engine. He flew nap-of-the-earth, barely missing the rocky hills, Yuri headed straight for the border with China.
Mitchell saw they were heading in the exact opposite direction of what he had expected. Reaching over, he grabbed a headset. “Yuri, what’s going on?”
“I got a phone call from one of my contacts at the airport. He told me that Mongolian soldiers raided our hangar. Everything we left behind has been taken,” explained Yuri. “Someone must have put two and two together and tipped off the authorities to arrest us on sight.”
“What’s the game plan now?”
“I have a Chinese friend who lives just across the border. He owes me a favor or two. I contacted him and told him to have a plane waiting for me.”
Mitchell shook his head. Yuri seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of shady characters who seemed to owe him favors. He sat back in his seat. He could feel the adrenaline begin to fade from his body, quickly replaced by a deep fatigue that threatened to overwhelm his tired body. He was about to fall asleep when he thought of Atsuko standing there in the hangar. There was no doubt anymore. She was a willing participant in whatever was going on. Borrowing Yuri’s cell phone, Mitchell made a quick call.
Sam and Cardinal might be headed home, but he had unfinished business, and he intended to discover what Cypher and Atsuko were up to and put an end to it — no matter the cost.
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Outskirts of Big Hill,
Texas
Phillip Farragut pulled his cap back on his head and then slowly made his way down the newly installed metal staircase that descended over one hundred meters into the earth. The old wooden staircase would have creaked and wobbled from side to side with each step as if it were about to collapse after fifty years of neglect. Close behind him were two people, a man and a woman, both Asian. They were dressed casually in blue jeans with loose-fitting shirts and comfortable hiking boots on their feet. Farragut, closing in on seventy, was dressed as he was most days in his faded coveralls and a blue, grease-stained ball cap perched far back on his head. He had been tinkering on an old 1977 Mustang Cobra when his guests arrived at his farm and right away asked to see the cavern.
Found at the turn of the last century when Farragut’s grandfather had been looking for oil, the cavern had formed millions of years ago when an underground river had eroded away the limestone, creating the massive cave. Numerous tunnels branched off in all directions, some going for miles. No one really knew how far the tunnels went, since no one in his family had ever been bothered to spend the time exploring the maze of tunnels that meandered under their farmland. Nicknamed The Dome by Farragut’s grandmother, she always thought that it resembled a domed cathedral, the kind you saw in old books on Rome. The cave was breathtaking. Long stalactites hung from the roof, while thick columns of stalagmites reached up from the floor. In the center of The Dome sat a small pond, its water a glistening jade-green color under the powerful lights installed all around the interior of the cave.
His family had never really bothered with the cavern. Unlike other natural caves spread throughout Texas, it had never been developed into a tourist attraction. In the late 1960s there had been some interest shown in the cavern by the University of Houston. Used on and off for the next decade, during the summer months, gangs of paleontology students would descend upon the cavern to look for fossils. Their efforts unfortunately proved mostly fruitless. After a while, the university, looking to cut costs, abandoned the project, leaving the cavern in silence until about a year ago when, out of the blue, a couple claiming to represent a major movie studio showed up on the front door and asked to see the cavern. They said that they represented a film producer from Hong Kong scouting a suitable location to film a horror story set in an old cavern in the United States. Farragut was eager enough to show them about, especially when they offered to pay him for his time. Never married, he lived on a paltry pension. Paid a thousand dollars a day just to show the people and their growing team of experts around, Farragut couldn’t believe the money he was making.
About two weeks ago, a group of men arrived at the farm after dark and soon set to work replacing the old staircase and building what looked to Farragut like an old-fashioned oil derrick inside The Dome. When he asked about the derrick, the woman had explained that it was simply a prop to be used in the opening of the film. He knew nothing about the movie business and took her word for it. Besides, who was he to object? They were paying him well to use his land. With the money he was making, he could easily afford to fix up a couple more of his vintage cars sitting under dust-covered tarps in his barn.
When he stepped off the stairs onto the cool, rocky floor of the cave, Farragut waited for his guests. He could see about a dozen men, all Asian, busy working on what he assumed were more props to be used during the filming of the movie. The sound of saws cutting wood and hammers pounding away filled the vast cavern.
“It’s always so nice and cool down here,” said the woman, with a warm smile on her pretty face. She had introduced herself as Jane Tam and explained that she was the liaison representative between some of the movie’s silent backers and the film studio. Farragut was good at placing a person by their accent and pegged hers as Southern Californian.
The man with her rarely said a word and when he did, he spoke exclusively to Jane in Chinese. Farragut had long forgotten his name. He only dealt with Jane Tam and he liked it that way. The man was cold and officious. Hardly what Farragut had expected from a movie producer. The ones he had seen on TV always seemed to be full of life.
“Is there anything in particular you wish to see today?” Farragut asked Jane.
“No thank you, Mister Farragut,” pleasantly replied Jane. “Mister Wu just wanted to see how things were progressing down here.”
“It all looks good to me, but then I’m not in the film business like you folks.”
Jane smiled and then led Wu toward a couple of men working on top of the derrick. Wu called up to the men, who waved back, pointed to something they were welding in place, and then got back to work.
“How come you hired Koreans to build your set?” asked Farragut.
Jane turned her head. For a brief second, her eyes betrayed surprise. With a practiced smile on her face, she looked into Farragut’s weathered face, and said, “Pardon me?”
“Your men, they all speak Korean, not Chinese. I may not be a linguist, but I know that Mister Wu just spoke to those men up on the derrick in Korean.”
Jane smiled. “You have an ear for languages, Mister Farragut.”
Removing his ball cap, Farragut ran a hand through his thick, silver hair. “I served in the navy during Nam, spent my whole time in the Pacific. When we pulled into port, it was always good to know a couple of phrases in the local language just in case you bumped into a lady, if you know what I mean,” said Farragut, trying not to sound too crass. “Can’t speak a word of any of ’em anymore, but I can still tell the difference between ’em.”
“Well, it just goes to show you how much the world has become interconnected these days. Anonymous donors in China and the States are financing this movie. The producer, Mister Wu, comes from Hong Kong, while the director, whom you have yet to meet, is from Europe. We put the labor requirements out to tender and a South Korean company had the best bid, so we hired them to work on the film.”
“Sure is a small world these days.”
“It sure is, Mister Farragut. I hope as per our signed non-disclosure agreement that you haven’t told a soul about what is going on here.”
“No, Miss, I have not. As far as I am concerned, what happens on my farmland is of no concern to anyone else.”
Jane smiled and laid a manicured hand on Farragut’s shoulder. “Tonight after dark, more laborers will be arriving to speed up work on the set. I asked them to arrive sometime after ten to avoid prying eyes. The last thing the studio wants or needs right now is a swarm of reporters poking their noses around trying to see what is going on.”
“Not much chance of that. I don’t take too kindly to strangers on my land.”
“Well, we don’t need any confrontations, Mister Farragut. If you’ve told no one that we’re here, then we can expect to be left alone during the shoot.”
He placed his cap back on his head, stepped back and left his guests alone to discuss business. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a packet of chewing tobacco and then jammed a big wad of chew into his mouth. Farragut tasted the mix of apple and tobacco on his tongue. A few second later, he spat out a mouthful of brown spit onto the rocky floor. Farragut stood there, watching some of the Korean laborers install a heavy metal chain under the derrick. He wondered what they were up to but decided that like everything else it really was none of his business. He had a bottle of bourbon waiting for him in his living room. With his sudden change of good fortune, Farragut couldn’t wait to get what was coming to him.
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Cypher Factory Complex
Gobi Desert, Mongolia
A thin sliver of light crept up on the horizon as night gave way to the coming dawn. A cool fog hung over the low ground, blanketing it.
On the tarmac outside of the main complex building, a blood-red Augusta Westland AW-139 helicopter sat with its engine running, its rotors nosily cutting through the air.
Gabriel Cypher walked to the waiting helicopter, dressed in a dark gray, one hundred thousand dollar Alexander Amosu suit, hand tailored for him during his last visit to London. As was his style, he wore highly polished Italian-leather shoes on his feet. With his head held high, he moved as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
Lagging a few meters behind was Colonel Hwan with a tired and bitter expression on his face. An hour ago, his blood-soaked suit had been taken from him and burnt. Wearing a set of borrowed dark gray coveralls, Hwan felt out of place and humiliated to be wearing common work clothes. He was a senior officer in the North Korean Army, not some fool who could be pushed around. Hwan hadn’t been told why they were leaving or where they were going, only that he had five minutes to meet Cypher outside the hangar, or he would be left behind.
Cypher calmly walked under the racing propeller blades and then made his way into the co-pilot’s seat.
The side door slid open. Hwan, mumbling to himself, climbed inside the back of the helicopter. He was stunned. Instead of the bland, utilitarian interior of a military helicopter, the back of the AW-139 was as luxurious as the first-class seating on board a commercial airline. There were four plush, tan-leather seats inside, all facing into the middle of the chopper. The floor was carpeted, and light-brown wood paneling lined the walls.
Atsuko Satomi was already seated; in her lap was an open laptop. She was wearing a black suit with a white, open-necked shirt. Without looking up from her computer, Atsuko motioned for Hwan to take the seat beside her.
Hwan buckled himself in. A technician hopped aboard, checked that they were secure, and then handed them both a headset before climbing out of the chopper, slamming the door closed. The loud noise from outside diminished.
“Good to go back there?” said Cypher.
“Yes,” replied Atsuko.
A second later, the pilot revved the engine. Smoothly, the helicopter climbed up into the morning sky.
Hwan watched out the window as the helicopter circled the complex a couple of times before stopping to look down at the factory from a height of two thousand meters in the sky. Hwan was mystified. He had no idea what was going on. Continually kept out of the loop by the people he was working with was not how he liked to be treated.
With a slight nudge from her elbow, Atsuko got Hwan’s attention. He turned his head and looked over at the screen on Atsuko’s laptop. He could see the factory complex.
“Colonel Hwan, can you see the factory on Atsuko’s screen?” asked Cypher in Hwan’s headset.
“Yes, I can,” replied Hwan.
“Good, the image you see is coming from a camera mounted on the underside of the helicopter. Please pay close attention to the complex.”
Hwan leaned forward, intently examining the image on the screen, when the ground around the complex seemed to heave upward and then, like a pebble thrown into a calm lake, the ground began to ripple outward. The buildings collapsed or were torn to pieces as the deadly wave raced away from the center of the complex. Nothing in its way could withstand the onrushing wall of rock and debris as it surged ever outward. Within seconds, the entire factory had disappeared from view, lost in a monstrous swirling cloud of dust and smoke.
Hwan felt the helicopter rise farther into the sky as it distanced itself from the destruction now racing across the desert floor. After about a kilometer, the wave began to slow and then dissipate as if it had never been there at all. Horrified, he was unable to take his eyes off the scene of devastation below him. Hwan thought it looked like an underground nuclear test blast, but Cypher had been building a different kind of bomb for him.
The helicopter flew over the ground where the complex had stood barely a minute ago. As the wind began to push the dust cloud south, Hwan couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw that the factory had completely disappeared. There was nothing there but a crater in the ground. In the blink of an eye, the factory and everyone who worked in it had been destroyed.
“What did you do?” mumbled Hwan.
“That, Colonel Hwan, was the field test of your new weapon. Instead of aiming its tectonic energy at a target in the distance, I simply had the device focus its destructive power underneath my factory. I needed to eliminate any trace of what had been going on,” explained Cypher as if he were talking about the weather.
“Your people… you killed all of your people. Why?”
“There can be no witnesses. The Mongolian Army failed to trap the saboteurs, so I decided to adjust the timetable for testing the device to today. If the police had managed to get their hands on just one of my scientists, they could have learned what we were up to, and I’m sure General Pak never wanted that. Now did he?”
“No,” replied Hwan, mournfully shaking his head.
“Now, Colonel, sit back and enjoy the ride to the capital, where we will board a plane for the States.”
“You have the other devices with you?”
“No, of course not. I had them flown to the States days ago.”
Hwan sat back. His jaw was clenched so tight that it hurt. Inside, he was seething in anger. Cypher was making decisions by himself that could jeopardize their entire operation. It had taken years to painstakingly plan and execute Long Sword. Hwan would be damned if it failed all because some fool was playing God with the lives of everyone around him.
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Satomi office building,
Sapporo, Japan
To Mitchell, the past twelve hours had been a frantic blur of activity. After linking up with Yuri’s Chinese contact, they had all flown to Sapporo, Japan, where a representative from the Satomi Corporation met the plane. After taking personal responsibility to look after Sam and Cardinal, the man quickly arranged for Cardinal to be seen at the nearest hospital, while he worked with the Canadian and U.S. Embassies to arrange for new passports for both Sam and Cardinal, so they could travel home as soon as Cardinal was fit enough to leave the hospital.
In a secluded office of a business tower in downtown Sapporo, in a room belonging to the Satomi Corporation, Mitchell, Jackson, and Yuri sat drinking copious amounts of coffee and wolfing down a plate of sandwiches while they teleconferenced with General O’Reilly, Mike Donaldson, and — to Mitchell’s pleasant surprise — Jen March. Mitchell went first and briefed O’Reilly on everything that had happened at Cypher’s factory in Mongolia. No one back home seemed surprised when he told them that Atsuko Satomi had been at the factory and was definitely part of whatever Cypher was planning.
O’Reilly did nothing to hide his anger when he learned that Cardinal had been tortured at the hands of Cypher’s goons. With a look of disgust on his face, O’Reilly said, “Ryan, if you get the chance, I want you to pay Cypher back in spades for what he’s done.”
Mitchell grinned and nodded. It would be his pleasure.
Donaldson led off for the team back in the States. Flashing up images from CNN, he said, “A few hours ago, an earthquake registering 9.0 on the Richter scale had flattened Cypher’s factory. That the devastation was confined to the factory and the local area was being hailed as a miracle by the local authorities who unfortunately had yet to find a single survivor from the deadly quake.”
Mitchell shook his head. “I doubt that divine intervention had limited the death toll, more like careful planning. Cypher and Atsuko were undoubtedly far away when the quake struck.”
Next, Jen’s smiling face filled the screen. For the next few minutes, she explained what had happened when she visited Joe Kataro at his cottage in Vermont. As she recounted his wartime experiences on Matua Island, it only served to cement Mitchell’s burning desire to get up to the island and take a look around as soon as possible. Joe’s information, combined with what Taro Satomi had told him about Atsuko’s fascination with the secret weapons development on the island, left no doubt in Mitchell’s mind on his next course of action.
Mitchell asked, “Sir, is the State Department going to do something about Cypher?”
O’Reilly despondently shook his head. “Ryan, without irrefutable evidence linking Cypher to illegal activity, the folks down in Washington aren’t even going to pick up the phone, let alone do something about it. Besides, with the government squarely focused on the Korean peninsula, there is precious little interest in taking the time to delve into a matter that is still officially under investigation by the FBI.”
Mitchell wasn’t surprised by the bureaucratic response. It was one of the reasons that he had left the military to pursue a career on his own terms.
“Ryan, I spoke with Mister Satomi earlier in the day and despite the bad news about his daughter, he is still willing to pick up any costs associated with this investigation, so what do you want to do next?” O’Reilly asked.
“I’m going to Matua Island to try and find out what exactly Cypher and his girlfriend are planning,” replied Mitchell. “There has to be something there that can give us a clue as to his next move.”
O’Reilly nodded. He knew exactly what Mitchell was thinking before he even said it. “Jen has scanned all of Mister Kataro’s notes and diagrams on the island into Mike’s computer. I suspect that they are already on Yuri’s secure laptop, waiting for you to read them.”
“Mister Kataro’s map shows a tunnel system on the south-western side of the island that is not on any map I found on the Web,” explained Jen.
“Can you trust his memory after so many years?” Mitchell asked.
“I was a little apprehensive going to meet him, but after I did, he seemed as sharp as a tack to me.”
“If you trust him… so do I.”
With that, the meeting wrapped up. Mitchell promised to call back in an hour when he and his compatriots had come up with a workable plan of action.

Across the street, in a darkened room in another tower, Cypher’s assassin, Tara, lowered her handheld listening device and smiled to herself. She found that trailing Mitchell had not been as difficult as she first imagined. Once she determined whom he was working with, it was only a matter of bribing the right people in Yuri’s shadowy world to find out where they were heading. Quickly dialing a number on her secure cell phone, Tara waited until Cypher picked up the call.
“Please tell me you have good news,” said Cypher.
“I have Mitchell and his accomplices in sight,” said Tara, smiling evilly. “It’s too dangerous to try and take him out where he is. The risk of collateral damage is too high. However, I know exactly where they are going next and his disappearance would go unnoticed until our operation is complete.”
“Superb news, Tara. You are truly my favorite.”
A delicious warmth spread though Tara, hearing Cypher’s words. “Sir, if you wish to deal with your other problem, I could kill two birds with one stone, if you want.”
A silence filled the air while Cypher left his chair and walked up to the front of his jet. A few seconds later, he spoke. “Tara, I believe your idea has merit. I’ll have my plane divert to Beijing where Miss Satomi can be dropped off. Have a rendezvous location sorted out by the time we land in Beijing. I’ll have Atsuko flown to you. Please ensure that her remains are never found.”
“With pleasure, sir. You can trust me to ensure that she’ll never be found.”
“I know. That's why you are my favorite,” said Cypher as he ended the call. Pocketing his phone, Cypher picked up a wall-mounted phone and told the pilot to make a quick stop in Beijing. After that, he made his way back and took his seat beside Atsuko.
“Something wrong?” asked Atsuko, seeing the distant look in her lover’s eyes.
Cypher turned and looked deep into her brown eyes. “No, my dear, there’s nothing wrong. We’re just going to make an unscheduled stop in Beijing. I need you to get off and join Tara. She is working on something very important for me, and I want you to help her out.”
“I’m not sure what good I can be to Tara, but if that’s what you want, I’d be glad to help.”
“It would help things out immeasurably,” replied Cypher with a wide smile on his face that made Atsuko think she was looking at a shark.
Right away, Atsuko’s pulse began to race. Deep down, her stomach warned her that things were changing between Cypher and her. Sitting back in her chair, Atsuko turned her head and looked out her window. Clouds blanketed the world below from view. A feeling of abandonment began to seep into her heart. She didn’t have to be told; Cypher was cutting his ties with her. Fighting to keep her emotions in check, she began to wonder where she would be heading and what it was Tara needed help with. Her instincts told her that none of it was good, and that she would be lucky if she were alive in a day’s time.
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Matua Island,
Russian Federation
A heavy rain fell on the small fishing boat as it sailed over the growing, dark gray swells toward Matua Island.
Mitchell stepped out from below, placed a green ball cap on his head to block the blowing rain from hitting his face, and then looked up at the tall volcano that towered over Matua Island. Named Sarychev by the Russians who occupied the island in 1945, the volcano was one of the most active in the Kuril Islands, having erupted last in 2009. The island itself was oval-shaped, eleven kilometers long and six kilometers wide. Uninhabited for years, the island sat quiet. Rusting pieces of military hardware littered the island as a reminder of the World War II and the Cold War.
Judging that they had perhaps twenty minutes before they reached the shoreline, Mitchell made his way back inside to join his friends belowdecks. Jackson was sitting at a table playing with the handheld, ground-penetrating radar they had picked up in Japan, while Yuri cleaned a futuristic-looking SAR-21 assault rifle that he had been able to obtain on the black market for the team. Built compact, with the magazine behind the pistol grip, the weapon had a laser sight and was light and deadly. Rounding out their arsenal, Yuri had also managed to buy some plastic explosives, 9mm automatics, and a brand new mine detector. After Jen had told them that the place had been booby-trapped, Mitchell thought it wise if they had something with them that could detect explosives hidden in the walls or floor of the tunnels that ran under the island. He grabbed a cup of coffee and sat down.
“Please tell me again, my dear Ryan, why we are going to this godforsaken island in the middle of nowhere,” said Yuri as he reassembled his rifle. “I’m not used to being on the water. All this rocking motion is making me ill. I’m afraid that if we don’t land soon, I’m going to be sick all over the place.”
“For two reasons: First, we are still under contract to get Miss Satomi back for her father. Second, whatever she and Cypher are up to, it’s tied to something in the past. Hopefully, we’ll find our answer in one of the tunnels under the island. If we can determine what they are up to, then perhaps we can get ahead of them for once and put a stop to whatever they are planning and get Mister Satomi his daughter back.”
“And why couldn’t we use a helicopter?”
“The weather outside sucks, and I didn’t want to draw too much attention to ourselves when we land on the island. A helicopter might have alerted the authorities, whereas fishing boats regularly work the waters around the island. I’m hoping to get on and off the island before anyone is the wiser.”
“You said the island is uninhabited,” said Jackson.
“It is, but we have to assume that it is regularly patrolled by the Russians. After all, it is their territory now.”
“What do you think our chances are of finding something inside one of the tunnels?”
“I’d say slim to nil, but we still need to take a look around, just in case we do stumble across something useful.”
A young man knocked on the open door. “We’ll be dropping anchor in a minute. Your Zodiac is ready to go,” said the young man with a thick Japanese accent.
“Time to go,” said Mitchell as he picked up his assault rifle and slammed home a magazine. Making sure that his satphone was working, Mitchell placed it in a pouch on his tac-vest before heading upstairs and out into the blowing rain.
Ten minutes later, Jackson and Mitchell pulled their Zodiac up onto the black sandy beach, while Yuri radioed back to their boat that they had arrived. Within seconds, the crew of the boat began to drop nets into the water to make it look like they were fishing.
Overhead, the sky was gray and overcast. A bitterly cold wind whipped the rain into the faces of the men, as they made ready to head inland.
All three men were dressed alike. From the ball caps on their heads, to the green Gore-Tex jackets, police-style cargo pants, and Vibram soled combat boots. Jackson carried the ground-penetrating radar, while Mitchell had the mine detector in a pack on his back. Yuri carried the explosives and extra batteries in his pack. With Jackson in the lead, they headed up off the beach and onto the wet, grassy field that ran along the base of the massive volcano. Based upon the sketches that Jen had sent to them, they were heading toward a couple of dilapidated-looking brick pillboxes that had last been occupied by the Japanese in 1945.
Rusted-out metal drums and the occasional helmet littered the muddy field. Stopping to look inside the open firing port of the first pillbox they came by, Mitchell could see the mount for where the machine gun would have sat. Aside from that, the pillbox had been picked clean by the Soviets during their time on the island.
Yuri let out a snicker.
Turning his head, Mitchell saw that Yuri was looking at some graffiti carved in Cyrillic on the side of the pillbox. “What does it say?”
“Roughly, it translates to, ‘Hey officers, here’s a news flash for you, this place sucks.’”
“Glad to see soldiers are the same the world over,” said Jackson grinning.
Mitchell just shook his head and looked down at the map in his hand. If Mister Kataro’s memory was still as sharp as Jen said it was, the tunnel entrance they were looking for was located somewhere about fifty meters behind the second pillbox.
“Okay, let’s get to work,” Mitchell said, pointing to the open ground behind the bunkers.
Jackson slowly walked the ground, hunched over, reading the display on the ground-penetrating radar in his hand. It was rated to a depth of over twenty meters. They all prayed that the tunnel they were looking for wasn’t that deep. With only collapsible shovels in their packs, it would take weeks to dig that deep through the thick, muddy soil.
After an hour of leaning over, Jackson stood up and stretched out his aching back. “Anyone wanted to take over for a while?”
Mitchell cheerily volunteered. “Anything to keep warm in the rain.”
He looked down at the dial on the radar and began to slowly move forward, waving the machine from side to side, hoping to find something hidden under the muddy ground. After almost another hour searching, the radar sprang to life. At a depth of less than a meter, the machine was showing a cavity. It had to be the tunnel entrance they were looking for.
Whistling his friends over, Mitchell dug out the mine detector from his pack and moved it over the ground where he found the cavity. He was relieved when the scope read negative. The tunnel entrance wasn’t booby-trapped.
He placed his rifle and small pack down and dug a square trench with his foot around the buried tunnel entrance. He looked as his friends and said, “Time to start digging.”
Within minutes, a large, rusted door began to emerge through the muck. After another half hour’s work, they had cleared most of the dirt from the metal door.
“Ten to one, it’s still locked,” said Jackson, wiping the sweat from his brow.
Mitchell picked up his mine detector. He wanted to be sure that they weren’t about to blow themselves up when they tried to open the door. After doing another sweep with his detector, he saw that as before, it registered negative.
“Time to find out,” said Mitchell as he reached for the rusted-out handle on the door. Pulling on it, the door didn’t budge a millimeter. It was locked solid.
“Told you.”
“Well, I, for one, don’t want to spend another minute out here in the rain,” said Mitchell. “Yuri, dig out the plastic explosives from your pack and let Nate have some fun.”
With a devilish smile on his face, Jackson got to work making an improvised explosive charge to blow the door open. He carefully placed the charge around the outside of the rusted metal door. Jackson intended to blow it clear.
While Jackson placed the blasting cap in the charge and then prepared the det-cord, Mitchell stepped back and turned to say something to Yuri when he spotted a dark object in the distance, flying low over the waves.
A feeling of foreboding filled his body. He dug out his binoculars from his tac-vest, brought them up and focused them on the dark gray object. Swearing under his breath, Mitchell clenched his jaw when he recognized it as an MI-8 helicopter. Painted completely gray without any markings on it, Mitchell knew that it didn’t belong to the Russian authorities.
It was coming for them.
“Yuri, call the boat and tell them to get the hell out of here,” ordered Mitchell. “Nate, hurry up. We have company coming.”
Before Yuri could even dig out his satphone, the helicopter banked over in the sky and fired two fifty-seven millimeter rockets into the doomed ship. With a loud explosion that carried over the bay, the fishing vessel was torn apart from the impact of the deadly rockets. Flames and smoke quickly engulfed the dying vessel.
With a feeling of anger and helplessness, Mitchell watched in horror as the helicopter hovered over the wreck while a door gunner opened up on the men struggling to swim to safety in the debris-filled water. It was like shooting ducks in a barrel. In seconds, it was over. The crew was dead.
Mitchell felt himself being dragged to the wet ground.
Less than five seconds later, an ear-shattering explosion filled the air.
Mitchell watched as the old, rusted door flew up into the air, spinning end over end before landing with a thud in the wet field.
“I told you to get down,” said Nate to Mitchell as he let go of his friend.
“I never heard you,” said Mitchell, realizing that his attention had been so focused on the MI-8 that he never heard his friend’s warnings.
“Come on, we gotta go before that helicopter gets here,” said Jackson as he helped Mitchell up onto his feet.
The smoke from the blast had barely cleared when Yuri bolted for the entrance, closely followed by Jackson and Mitchell.
Behind them, the sound of the helicopter’s rotor blades grew louder by the second.
Yuri reached the entrance and saw a set of metal stairs leading down into the darkened tunnel. Without bothering to stop, he leaped straight down, landing on his feet. Bending his knees to take the impact, he rolled over and came up with his rifle in his hands.
The sound of a machine gun tearing through the air filled Mitchell’s mind with fear. Adrenaline raced through his body. When he saw Jackson begin to slow down, Mitchell placed a hand on his friend’s back and pushed him into the tunnel entrance. Without stopping, Mitchell scooped up his abandoned pack and assault rifle and then jumped in, following Jackson down into the dark just as a hail of machine-gun bullets shredded the ground behind them.
A second later, with a loud moan, Mitchell landed hard. Only he wasn’t on the floor of the tunnel. Mitchell realized that he had landed on top of Jackson, who lay in a heap on the cold concrete floor of the tunnel.
“Get off me,” said Jackson, through gritted teeth. “You may not think so, but with all that gear on, you weigh a ton.”
“Sorry,” said Mitchell as he rolled off Jackson and onto the cold concrete floor.
Mitchell looked down the length of the tunnel. He couldn’t see how far the pitch-black tunnel went. It was like looking into a tomb. With a shudder running down his back, Mitchell stood up and then helped Jackson to his feet.
“Come on, we have to get going,” said Yuri. “They’ll be coming for us.”
Mitchell reached into his pack and brought out the handheld mine detector. Yuri and Jackson turned on the flashlights attached underneath their rifles, illuminating the way ahead. Mitchell took the lead. He walked as fast as he dared while he searched for the booby traps he was sure were hidden somewhere deep inside the tunnel complex.
In the dark, death patiently waited for them.
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Matua Island
The instant the MI-8’s wheels touched ground, the side door flung open. The first person out was Tara, accompanied by two more of Cypher’s female assassins. All three women were dressed in military-style camouflage uniforms. Held tight in their hands were German-made Heckler and Koch MP-5s. Ignoring the swirling vortex of loose debris thrown up by the helicopter’s powerful engine, the women advanced with military precision, their weapons trained on the tunnel entrance. Using hand signals only, the women warily made their way through the muddy field until they stood over the opening. Both women with Tara were Asian. They had the hard look on their faces of people who had killed and weren’t afraid of the job that lay ahead. One had very short black hair while the other had a long ponytail that hung down her back. Pointing at the shorthaired woman, Tara stepped back while she dug out a hand grenade from her vest, pulled the safety pin, and then tossed it down into the tunnel. All three women dove for the ground. A couple of seconds later, the grenade went off, sending thousands of tiny metal shards flying through the tunnel and up into the air at the entrance. If Mitchell and his people had still been there, they would have all been killed by the blast.
Tara knew that Mitchell and his people would be long gone. Still, better to be safe than sorry. With a snap of her fingers, the two women leaped up onto their feet and then quickly disappeared down into the tunnel. The sound of a couple of quick bursts shot down the tunnel, cutting through the air.
“All clear,” shouted up one of the women.
“All clear,” called out Tara, letting the women know that she had heard them.
Tara looked over her shoulder and watched as Atsuko and five men from Cypher’s security detachment walked over to her. She could see in Atsuko’s eyes that she knew something was up. Tara grinned. With five men to guard her, Cypher’s plaything had no chance of leaving the island alive.
Atsuko could smell the cordite wafting in the air. She was dressed in a pair of old blue jeans with a black Gore-Tex jacket on her back to keep the rain out.
“Did you kill them?” asked Atsuko as she stopped alongside Tara.
“Hardly. It won’t be that easy,” replied Tara. “They’ve taken off into the tunnel system. It won’t help them, though. Like a bunch of rats trapped in a maze, we’ll track them down and then kill them one by one.”
“Then why do you need me?”
“You’ve read more about this island and its tunnels than I have. I need you to help us find Mitchell and the others before they find a way off this island.”
Atsuko nodded. She didn’t believe a word. She knew that she wasn’t leaving the island alive. With a mix of anger and sadness in her heart, she finally had to admit to herself that Cypher had never loved her and that she had been used by him and was now going to die for her foolishness.
“Let’s go,” said Tara as she climbed down into the tunnel.
Hesitantly, Atsuko stepped to the opening and peered down. It was like looking down into an open grave… her grave.
Placing a firm hand on her shoulder, one of Cypher’s goons shoved her forward.
Atsuko tried her best not to show the fear that gripped her as she placed her feet onto the metal ladder and began to climb down into the ground. As the world above disappeared from view, Atsuko realized that her only hope of seeing the sun rise another day lay in the men they were here to kill.
With Tara and her trained killers in the lead, Atsuko walked reluctantly sandwiched between Cypher’s men.

One mercenary stopped at the tunnel entrance, waiting in case Mitchell and his friends somehow made their way back.
He dug out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. He sat back and inhaled. With a bored look on his face, the man looked down at his watch and guessed that they would be back on their chopper and on their way home in less than an hour.
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The tunnels
The sound of the grenade exploding quickly followed by the short bursts of automatic weapons firing reverberated down the long, dark tunnel. Mitchell, Jackson, and Yuri had turned a sharp corner in the tunnel seconds before the attack, protecting them from the deadly hail of bullets and shrapnel.
Mitchell undid his jacket to let the cool air in the tunnel onto his sweating skin. He knew that he was moving too slow. Their attackers would soon begin making their way down the passageway. If they didn’t find the tunnel they were looking for, they would have to turn and fight. He didn’t relish the prospect of engaging in a firefight inside a tunnel with absolutely nowhere that they could take cover.
“How much farther do we have to go?” asked Jackson.
Mitchell bit his lip. It was the one question he knew he couldn’t answer. “Nate, I have no idea. The map we have isn’t to scale. We could be mere meters away from the room we are looking for, or we could still be kilometers away.”
“Well, hurry up,” said Yuri. “I think I can hear people speaking in English somewhere behind us.”
“Guys, if either of you want to take my place sniffing for mines, you’re welcome to it,” said Mitchell. The mines may have been in the ground for seventy years, but they could still be as deadly as the day they were buried. He knew that farmers in Europe still tragically died on a yearly basis, driving over unexploded ordinance from the First World War.
The screen on Mitchell’s mine detector lit up like a Christmas tree. He waved it over a cement tile on the floor, confirming that there was something large and metallic hidden underneath. Mitchell reached over with the detector to the next tile. The sensor found nothing. He took a deep breath, stepped over the booby-trapped tile and placed his foot down on the next tile. When he didn’t hear an explosion, he let out his breath and then pointed at the tile behind him on the floor.
“Step over this one, there’s a mine buried underneath,” warned Mitchell.
“Jesus,” muttered Jackson as he gingerly stepped over the tile and joined Mitchell, as did Yuri.
Mitchell was already making his way down the dark passageway, praying that there weren’t too many more mines hidden along their path. He had faith in his equipment, but nothing was infallible.
Less than a minute later, they came to an intersection. Mitchell looked down at the map in his hand and swore. There wasn’t an intersection drawn on his map.
“Which way do we go?” said Jackson, aiming his flashlight down the tunnels that branched off to the left and right of the one they were following.
“I don’t know. I hate to say it, but this map is basically useless,” said Mitchell despondently.
“Left… go left,” said Yuri, his voice growing excited.
“Why?”
“Because it takes us closer to the volcano; the rock there will be thicker. It makes more sense to place something you don’t want bombed during the war in that direction than if we head to the right and back to the beach.”
“Left it is,” said Mitchell, jamming the map away in his pocket.

Tara could feel the excitement of the hunt building inside her. Mitchell had a lot to pay for. He had killed two of her handpicked assassins and had embarrassed her by helping Taro Satomi escape. The thought of killing him slowly in front of Atsuko Satomi before putting a bullet in the back of her skull brought a wicked smile to her dark face.
The two women in the lead had no problem following the tracks left by Mitchell and his people. Years of dust had accumulated on the concrete tiled floor of the tunnel. Their footprints were as easy to follow as tracks made by children playing in wet sand.
It was only a matter of minutes before they caught up with them.
Tara was about to turn about and see what was going on behind her when a deafening explosion tore through the tunnel. The lead woman had stepped on the hidden mine, detonating it. In the blink of an eye, the blast tore her to pieces, while pieces of jagged rock and metal flew through the air, decapitating the second assassin. Her head flew over top of Tara, landing on the ground behind her, rolling along like a macabre soccer ball.
Choking dust filled the air.
Thrown to the ground by the force of the blast, Tara’s ears rang like a church bell calling to the faithful on Sunday. Shaking her head to clear the haze clouding her mind, Tara coughed loudly as she fought to clear the dust from her throat. She looked through the dust cloud and saw that Atsuko and all four men on the ground. They all looked stunned by the blast, but none of them seemed to have suffered more than a few scratches. She turned her head and saw the scene of devastation barely ten meters from where she lay. Blood and body parts were strewn everywhere. Like some kind of obscene painting, blood coated the walls and the roof where the lead woman had once been.
Slowly, Tara got back up onto her feet. Her chest hurt. She didn’t doubt that she had bruised a few ribs when she was flung to the ground.
Looking back at the men, Tara told them to get up.
Coughing and wheezing for air, Atsuko and the men got up on unsteady feet. Tara eyed the youngest man. He looked to be no more than twenty years of age. The look of fear in his eyes made Tara smile. He would be cautious where her handpicked assassins had been too bold. Their arrogance had cost them their lives.
“You take the lead,” said Tara to the young man.
The man hesitated.
With a practiced move, Tara drew her pistol from her holster and before the man knew what was going on, he was looking down the barrel of her 9mm automatic aimed square between his eyes.
“I said take the lead and keep a sharp eye out for booby traps.”
The young man warily stepped past the remains of the two women and then slowly made his way down the dark and menacing tunnel.
Tara waved at the others to follow. The odds had dropped in their favor, not that she cared. As long as she made it out alive, all the others were expendable.

The sound of the deadly blast raced down the narrow tunnel system like a bullet speeding down the barrel of a rifle.
“My God, they must have stepped on the mine,” said Jackson.
“Hopefully they’ll turn back,” added Yuri.
Mitchell wasn’t so sure. “They’re fanatics. They’ll keep coming for us.”
“For once it would be nice to bump into some people who thought with their brains, not their balls,” said Jackson.
“We’ve probably gained a minute or two’s respite,” said Mitchell as he turned to continue moving down the corridor.
After about a minute, they started to come across long-abandoned rooms. Dust covered everything. They shone their lights inside; it was like looking into the past. On the wall of one room was a poster showing the blood-soaked hand of a U.S. soldier reaching for the Japanese Emperor. Beside it hung a calendar that hadn’t been turned over since August, 1945. At the next turn, Yuri pointed straight ahead. Trusting in Yuri’s innate navigational skills, Mitchell pushed on. Thankfully, aside from a few rusted nails found along their path, the metal detector had remained silent. They soon came to a row of rooms that ran down either side of the passage; Mitchell shone his flashlight down the tunnel. He saw that there were at least a dozen rooms. Heavy metal doors barred the way inside.
Mitchell was about to ask for suggestions when Yuri shone his light on a room on the right-hand side of the tunnel. A smile crept across his face.
“Ryan, look,” said Yuri, his voice full of excitement.
“What is it?” said Mitchell, trying to see what Yuri saw.
He shone his light above the doorway. “There is your answer.”
Written above the doorway was a sign in Japanese and Cyrillic. All of the other rooms only had Japanese lettering above them.
“What does it say?” asked Jackson.
“Zemletryasniye,” replied Yuri in Russian.
“Sorry, Yuri, my Russian is a bit rusty today,” said Jackson sarcastically. “What does that mean?”
“Earthquake. I think they were building something that could trigger an earthquake,” explained Yuri.
It all now made sense to Mitchell. That’s why Cypher had built his factory in the middle of nowhere: to build and test the device. Its subsequent destruction by an earthquake that should have levelled homes hundreds of kilometers from the epicenter somehow had been fixed only on a small area of the desert.
Mitchell moved his mine detector along the door. It came back negative. He placed his hand on the door latch and pushed down. With a loud, protesting squeal, the door opened ever so slightly. Shining his flashlight inside the pitch-black room, Mitchell checked for tripwires or any other booby trap in the area around the entrance. Relieved at finding none, he put his shoulder into the door and pushed it open wide enough for him to slip through.
The smell of dust and decay filled the room. Sealed for close to seventy years, the feeling of intruding on hallowed ground seeped into Mitchell’s thoughts. However, this wasn’t hallowed ground. What had been going on in this room was criminal.
Mitchell shone his light around. He was surprised to see that the room was far larger than he expected. Dug well back into the side of the volcano, the room resembled an old, abandoned factory. Rusted-out pieces of machinery filled the spacious room. Several dusty worktables covered with tools, unfinished projects, and design drawings were lined up neatly against the left side of the room.
Behind Mitchell, Yuri easily slipped inside while Jackson fought to force his frame past the heavy metal door. A couple of seconds later, a panting Jackson stood beside Mitchell.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Jackson as he looked at relics of a war long past spread out throughout the room.
“We don’t have too much time,” said Mitchell to his friends. “Nate, I need you to watch the door, while Yuri and I try to find out what we can on what exactly was being built in this room.”
Jackson nodded and then made his way back to the door. He turned off his flashlight, and dug out his NVGs and placed them on his head. No point in advertising their whereabouts any more than they had to, reasoned Jackson.
Yuri headed for the nearest table and was about to pick up a dust-covered book when Mitchell grabbed his hand from behind.
“Wait a second,” cautioned Mitchell as he shone his light along the table. Pulling Yuri a couple of steps back, Mitchell pointed to the desk. The shadow of a thin trip wire led back to where it had been tied to on the old book. Mitchell followed the wire along the table and saw that the wire was connected to a hand grenade placed inside a small wooden box. As soon as Yuri would have picked up the book, the trip wire would have released the safety clip on the grenade, allowing it to detonate, killing Yuri and anyone else unlucky enough to be close by.
“Jesus, I never saw that,” said Yuri, his voice shaky and scared.
“Luckily, I saw plenty of these in Afghanistan. They’re easy to find if you know what you’re looking for,” said Mitchell calmly.
“I’m a pilot and a smuggler, not a soldier like you, Ryan.”
“Well, I still need you in one piece to help us discover what was going on in here. Why don’t I lead and you follow in my footsteps?”
“Da, brilliant plan,” replied Yuri, wiping the sweat from his brow.
Carefully, Mitchell began to methodically search each table against the wall, looking for any more booby traps, while Yuri tried to find anything that might help solve the mystery.
Jackson peered over his shoulder as Mitchell and Yuri began their search. They were moving far too slow. It would take them hours to search the room at the pace they were going. It was only a matter to time before Cypher’s goons caught up with them and the last place he wanted to be was trapped in a room with no way out.
A couple more minutes passed. So far, the search had turned up nothing of value. Mitchell was beginning to think that they were wasting their time and that they should leave when Yuri tapped him on his shoulder. Mitchell’s eyes widened when he saw hanging from a strong metal winch was the oddest bomb he had ever laid his eyes on. It looked like something from a Jules Verne novel or a cheap science-fiction film. This had to be the device the Russians had been working on when the war ended. It was about seven meters in length and had large tail fins on the back of the bomb to keep it stable as it fell, but the nose of the weapon was what caught his attention. A large tapered drill with rows of sharp teeth for digging through rock was not what Mitchell had ever expected to find on a bomb. The shell of the bomb was open. Shining his flashlight inside, he could see that the device was unarmed. The explosive charge had never been placed inside the deadly bomb.
“Ryan, look past the bomb,” said Yuri as if he had just seen a ghost.
Mitchell moved his light and almost jumped back when he saw the skeletal remains of five men. Their empty eye sockets seemed to be staring right at him, sending a chill down his spine. They looked like they had been tied to their chairs and then shot in the head, one by one. Their old white lab coats had turned yellow with age and hung loose off their bones.
“The Russian scientists, I presume,” said Mitchell.
“This place is creeping me out,” said Yuri, looking over at his dead countrymen.
Mitchell had to agree. The room was like being inside a tomb lost to the ravages of time. “Come on, let’s see if we can find something on the corpses, and then get the hell out of here.”
After quickly checking the skeletons for booby traps, Mitchell and Yuri began to go through the dead men’s clothes, looking for anything, no matter how small, that might help them.
With a look of disgust on his face, Yuri reluctantly pulled open the dusty lab coat of the skeleton nearest him. His discomfort rose as he looked into the empty chest cavity of the skeleton. He was about to move onto the next man when he spotted something out of the corner of his eye lying on the floor beside the chair. Carefully bending down, he saw that it was a thick wad of paper, rolled up tightly. He reached over, grabbed hold of the paper and picked it up. Blowing off the years of dust, Yuri waited for the thick cloud to dissipate.
A second later, a smile emerged on his face. “Ryan, these are blueprints for the bomb.”
“Are you sure?”
“I can read Russian. Trust me; these were probably hidden in the coat of the poor soul tied to this chair. When his body decomposed, they must have fallen to the ground and laid there ever since.”
“Thank God, let’s get out of here.”
The sound of Jackson opening fire startled both Mitchell and Yuri, who instinctively went for their weapons.
Their time had run out — they were trapped.
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The room
Tara broke out in a cold sweat the second she heard the sound of automatic gunfire tearing through the air.
In front of her, the lead thug’s head snapped back. Blood and gore splattered the tunnel wall.
With animal-like reflexes, she jumped back, disappearing safely around the corner of the tunnel.
Another burst of gunfire hit the concrete wall where she had been standing barely a second ago, striking the wall harmlessly.
“What happened?” asked Atsuko, her voice betraying her fear.
“We lost the man on point,” replied Tara coldly.
“We should get out of here before anyone else dies,” said Atsuko.
Tara looked into Atsuko’s terrified eyes. “Not yet, Miss Satomi. We haven’t finished what we came to do.”
With that remark, fear turned Atsuko’s mouth drier than the Sahara under a blistering noonday sun. She wasn’t a fighter. She knew that she couldn’t wrestle a weapon away from one of the guards if she tried. Atsuko knew she was going to die soon.

“Talk to me, Nate,” called out Mitchell.
“The bad guys have found us. Dropped one, but I saw another dive for cover. Not sure how many of them are out there,” replied Jackson.
“Close the door and get back here.”
Quickly throwing his weight behind the door, Jackson pushed the heavy metal door closed. Outside, he could hear the sound of bullets ricocheting off the door. It was far too thick for any small-arms fire to penetrate.
Carefully making his way over beside Mitchell, Jackson removed his NVGs and wondered what his friend was thinking. He had just closed the only way in or out of the room.
“I hate to break it to you, Ryan, but the way out is back that way,” said Jackson, pointing at the closed door.
“They built things in here. There has to be a ventilation system of some sort,” said Mitchell, looking up at the roof.
Yuri aimed his flashlight at the roof. “There, above the bomb,” said Yuri excitedly.
Mitchell and Jackson looked over.
There it was: a ventilation shaft.
Mitchell shone his light up into the shaft. It was narrow, but could fit a man.
“Jesus,” muttered Jackson, “not again. That’s smaller than the elevator hatch we had to climb out of.”
“Strip down or wait here for our attackers to blast their way in.”
Jackson mumbled something to himself as he began to remove his clothes.
“Yuri, you’re the skinniest one of all of us. You go first,” said Mitchell.
Yuri dropped his vest to the floor and began to scale up the crane holding up the bomb. When he shone his light inside the ventilation shaft, he could see that it went for about ten meters and then turned to the right. He dragged himself up inside and began to crawl down the long, narrow tunnel.

Outside, Tara placed her surviving people alongside the tunnel wall near the closed door.
“Blow the door,” said Tara to a tall, black-haired man with a deep scar down the side of his face.
With a sharp nod, the man dug out a pre-made charge from his small pack and placed it against the metal frame of the door. He set the timer for ten seconds and stepped back slightly.
Anticipation mixed with fear began to build inside the killers waiting to pounce upon their prey trapped inside the workroom.
Atsuko scared beyond measure nearly leapt out of her skin when a rough hand unexpectedly grabbed her from behind.
The blast, when it came, wasn’t half as loud or as terrifying as Atsuko had feared. Designed to blow the door off its frame, the charge knocked the door back into the workroom with a loud thud, sending decades of dust flying into the air when it hit the floor.
“Now,” said Tara to the thug holding onto Atsuko.
Pushed from behind, Atsuko’s heart raced wildly in her chest as she was forced forward through the gaping hole that had once been the doorway. Her eyes couldn’t see a thing. It was as dark as a crypt inside. With a hard push from behind, Atsuko blindly stumbled into the room. With her arms flailing in the air, Atsuko tripped over something and fell face first onto the dust-covered floor.

Jackson was at the ventilation shaft when the door blew inward.
“Go,” yelled Mitchell to his friend as he lowered his NVGs over his eyes and brought up his rifle to his shoulder, ready to engage anyone who tried to enter the room.
In a world bathed in green, Mitchell’s thumb changed the selector switch on his rifle from safe to automatic. A second later, a person came stumbling into the room. He placed his laser sight on the chest of the intruder and took up the slack on the trigger of his weapon. He was about to fire when his brain registered that the person falling to the ground wasn’t one of Cypher’s goons, but Atsuko Satomi. The cold-hearted bastards had thrown her into the room to draw fire.
Mitchell was about to call out to Atsuko, warning her to keep down, when a man leaped into the room with his weapon tight into his shoulder. Years of training and experience kicked in, and Mitchell fired a short, deadly burst into then man’s chest, killing him.
In the dark, Atsuko screamed as the dead thug’s body fell to the ground right beside her.
Mitchell wasn’t sure how many more goons there were waiting in the hallway to burst inside the room, nor was he going to wait around to find out. He ran forward, grabbed the booby-trapped box containing the grenade he had found earlier, and then hurled it out of the open doorway. Without slowing down, he ran over to Atsuko, grabbed her by the arm and quickly hauled her up onto her feet.
“Run,” said Mitchell into her ear as he pulled her back with him.
“I can’t see,” cried Atsuko.
“I can. Now run unless you wish to die here.”
In the dark, Atsuko’s desire to live kicked in. She ran blindly forward, praying that it wasn’t too late for them.

Tara heard the burst of automatic gunfire. She knew that it wasn’t from her man. She bared her teeth in anger. She realized she had once more seriously underestimated her opponent. Killing him was going to be a pleasure. She was about to order the next man in line to enter the room when a wooden box hit the ground beside her. Her heart leapt up into her throat as a grenade rolled out of the box and onto the floor.
She dove backward. Tara never heard the blast that killed the remaining men with her. Torn open by the blast, both men died where they stood. Thrown against the wall, Tara hit her head hard and blacked out.
In the hallway, darkness and silence returned, bringing to end the deadly struggle.

Mitchell took off his NVGs and turned his flashlight back on, illuminating the area around the crane.
“Are you injured?” Mitchell asked Atsuko, who stood beside him, shaking like a leaf in the wind.
“No,” meekly replied Atsuko.
“Good. Now climb.”
“Where?”
“Up there,” said Mitchell, pointing his light at the opening to the ventilation shaft.
With a nod, Atsuko began to climb, closely followed by Mitchell. Seconds later, they both vanished from view as they made their way into the narrow tunnel.
Mitchell began to sweat. It wasn’t that he was claustrophobic, but the thought of being trapped and killed like a rat inside the shaft was not one that he relished.
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The island
Sweat poured like a river down Mitchell’s back. His clothes were soon soaked. He wasn’t sure how long they had been crawling through the maze-like tunnel system. It felt like forever but was more like twenty minutes when, in the distance, he could see a light. His body ached all over. Mitchell’s tired and sore muscles reminded him that he wasn’t as young as he used to be. After another five minutes crawling, Mitchell could see Jackson up ahead, shining his flashlight down the tunnel, guiding them to him.
Jackson shook his head when he saw Atsuko, her face and clothes covered in dust and perspiration, making her way toward him.
“Where did you find her?” called out Jackson.
“Cypher’s goons were using her as bait,” replied Mitchell.
“Did anyone follow you?”
“No, I think I got them all. It grew real quiet after I tossed one of the old Japanese booby traps out into the hallway at them.”
They soon came out into a barren room barely large enough to move about in. Mitchell and Atsuko stood up.
“Where are we?” asked Mitchell, looking around.
“Yuri said he thinks it was an old maintenance room. He’s gone up top to take a look around,” said Jackson, pointing to a ladder built into the wall leading up to the surface.
A second later, Yuri called down, “Nate, I think you should come up here; the hatch seems jammed.”
Jackson climbed up and switched places with Yuri. He tried to open the round metal hatch. As Yuri had guessed, the hatch wouldn’t budge an inch. He grabbed a latch on the side of the hatch and pulled as hard as he could. His muscles began to burn, but Jackson wasn’t going to quit. He sure as hell didn’t want to crawl back the way they came. Putting his shoulder up against the hatch, Jackson gritted his teeth and then pushed up. The sound of metal scraping against itself filled his ears. A second later, the hatch slowly began to lift up. The rush of cool air from above felt good on Jackson’s sweat-covered brow. He warily climbed out of the hatch and looked around. He had come up inside an abandoned garage. Rusted-out Japanese and Soviet military trucks sat quiet, relics of another time, covered in dust.
“Come on up, it’s safe,” called down Jackson.
Three minutes later, they were all standing inside the garage. Mitchell moved to the closed front door and peered out. It looked safe. He opened the door slightly and carefully stepped outside with his rifle tight into his shoulder. Waving the others to follow, Mitchell led them back toward the beach. The rain had stopped, but a cool breeze whipped across the barren terrain, making the sweat-stained group shiver in the wind.
“Now what do we do? I dropped the satphone with my vest down in the tunnel,” said Jackson, rubbing his arms as he tried to warm himself up.
“Our boat is gone,” said Yuri. “But the people who attacked us have a helicopter. It’s our only way off this island.”
“Yeah, I guess it is,” said Mitchell. Turning to look at Atsuko, a plan quickly formed in his head.

Outside of the MI-8, the pilot, a blond-haired man with a wide face and bulbous nose dug into his jacket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. Lighting one, he handed one to his co-pilot, a short, ugly man with a thick, black beard. He looked down at his watch and spat on the ground. It was getting late. Both he and his co-pilot were smugglers who flew black-market goods in and out of Russia to coastal islands of Japan for a mafia group that operated in the Far East. He had been hired for a twelve-hour job. If the people who had gone into the tunnels under the island weren’t back soon, he was going to leave them behind. He didn’t care what happened to them. He had been paid in advance. If they rotted here, it was none of his concern.
“Anatoly, look,” said the co-pilot excitedly.
The pilot raised his head and saw one of the women from the group staggering from side to side as she made her way across the open field. She looked as if she was in pain.
“Go see what is wrong with her,” ordered the pilot.
Tossing his cigarette to the ground, the co-pilot reached behind and grabbed his sub-machine gun from inside the helicopter. All of a sudden, the woman seemed to sway on unsteady feet and then collapse onto the wet grass. The co-pilot swore and began to jog over to Atsuko.
The pilot could tell that something had gone horribly wrong down in the tunnels. Not wanting to find out what had happened, he decided to get the helicopter ready to leave in a moment’s notice. When he turned about, he froze in place, his eyes widened when he found himself looking straight down the barrel of a 9mm automatic.
“I think you had best raise your arms,” said Yuri in Russian, with a wide grin on his face.
“Who the hell are you?” muttered the pilot as he slowly raised his arms in the air.
“I am the man who is going to borrow your helicopter from you,” replied Yuri. “Now tell your co-pilot to forget about the girl and to drop his weapon. If he does not, my friend, who is an excellent marksman, will put a bullet between his eyes.”
The pilot hurriedly did what he was told.
With a confused look on his face, the co-pilot dropped his weapon. A second later, Mitchell stood up from the tall grass and made his way over. He picked up the man’s discarded weapon. “Now, be a good man, turn around and slowly walk back to the helicopter.”
The mercenary did as he was told.
Jackson stayed hidden in the tall grass should either man try anything funny.
Mitchell called over Atsuko to come join him. Quickly tying both men back to back, with a pat on their heads, Mitchell left them sitting dejectedly in the cold, wet grass while Yuri made the MI-8 ready for takeoff.
At the tunnel entrance, the lone man heard the helicopter engines come to life. He popped his head up to see what was going on. The last thing he saw before tumbling back down into the tunnel unconscious was Jackson’s boot coming straight down onto his face.
Less than five minutes later, the ungainly helicopter slowly crept up into the leaden sky. Yuri revved the engines and then flew out over the dark gray waters of the Pacific heading for Japan.
Tara stood in the dark. The only noise came from her deep breathing. She was surprised to find that aside from a nasty bump on the back of her head, she was all right. A burning, white-hot anger quickly swelled inside her.
Looking down at her watch, she saw that she had been out for just over an hour. She was the only survivor. She doubled back and quickly made her way to the tunnel entrance. When she found the stunned thug sitting at the bottom of the stairs, rubbing his hand on the side of his head, Tara swore and fired a round into his heart, killing him. The man wasn’t worth saving, reasoned Tara. She climbed out into the dull-gray light of dusk and swore at the top of her lungs when she found the two helicopter pilots sitting unhappily on the ground, with their helicopter nowhere in sight. With a snarl on her lips, Tara put a bullet in each man’s skull. She had failed again. Fighting to control the storm brewing in her heart, Tara dug out her satphone and called Cypher.
Taking the bad news with considerable calm, Cypher told her he would immediately dispatch another helicopter to her location to pick her up.
She thanked him, wondering how many more failures he would tolerate before finding someone to take her place. Resolving to never fail him ever again, Tara looked up at the cloud-covered sky and prayed that she wouldn’t have to wait very long by herself on the deserted island.
“I want you to join me in Texas,” Cypher told Tara. His words were like a tonic for her battered soul. Her mood quickly changed from despondency to one of resolve.
“Right away, sir,” replied Tara. “Sir, you know that Miss Satomi will talk. She’s not one of us. She’s not to be trusted. I have one of my new girls watching Satomi’s home. They will undoubtedly take her there. Shall I order her to break in and kill Miss Satomi?”
Cypher paused. “No, Tara, I have a better idea. We can still get her back. I want to kill her at my leisure and get revenge on Mitchell and all of his people at the same time.”
Tara listened closely as Cypher outlined his plan. A wicked smile crept across her dark, thin lips. Today’s debacle was quickly forgotten as she marveled at the brilliance of Cypher’s latest scheme.
When the call ended, she rummaged through her vest until she found her cigarettes. She lit one and stood alone, counting the minutes until she could have her revenge.
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Taro Satomi’s home,
Tokyo, Japan
With a practiced, indifferent air, Taro Satomi’s white-haired butler moved about the room, handing out fresh cups of coffee to the scruffy-looking men seated at one end of the long mahogany dining table. Although English, the man had been in Mister Satomi’s employ for over two decades. He looked every bit the part of an old-fashioned butler. He wore an immaculately pressed, black, long-tailed jacket, a white shirt and black bowtie, with a gray vest and matching pants.
Mitchell thanked the butler and then stood up to stretch out his tired and aching back. He walked over to the window and took in the spectacular view of Tokyo from thirty floors up. The carmine sun was just beginning to rise over Arisugawa Park. Already people were hurrying to work. Tokyo, mused Mitchell, truly was a city that never seemed to sleep.
Taro Satomi’s home was atop a tall residential tower. He had purchased the entire floor and had it remodeled to suit his tastes. An eclectic mix of old and new furnishings and art filled the home. Collectors from around the world constantly bombarded Taro Satomi with requests to see his one-of-a-kind collection of Japanese medieval paintings. A private man, he turned them all down. His art would be put on display for all the world to see, but not until he had lived a long and productive life.
The flight from Matua Island to Japan had been uneventful. Jackson had sat up front with Yuri to keep him company while Mitchell kept a close eye on Atsuko. She sat there, never saying a word, her head hung low. She was defeated, drained of all emotion. Met in Sapporo by a small army of security guards, they quickly transferred to a jet belonging to the Satomi Corporation and then flew to Tokyo. Again, security was tight. Mitchell was pleased to see that Taro Satomi was finally taking his and his daughter’s safety seriously.
A side door opened.
Yuri and Jackson stopped going through the plans Yuri had found on Matua Island and respectfully stood up.
Taro Satomi walked as best he could into the room. Dressed in casual attire, he looked as exhausted as they did.
“My daughter is sleeping now,” announced Satomi. He had had been talking to her alone in his study ever since they had arrived in Tokyo.
“I will need to speak with her when she wakes up,” said Mitchell respectfully.
“Naturally.” Taro Satomi took a seat and was then handed a cup of coffee by his servant.
“How is she doing?” asked Jackson, taking his seat once again.
“She is an emotional wreck. The man she thought she loved just tried to have her killed. My daughter is confused and deeply ashamed of all that has happened,” replied Satomi. “She was rebelling against me for being a poor father. That I can forgive, but for all of the death that has followed, she will have to answer to the authorities.”
“Did you tell her about the attempt on your life?” asked Mitchell.
“Yes. She was shocked and said that she was unaware that Cypher had ordered my death.”
“Do you believe her?”
“Yes, I do, Mister Mitchell. If you could have seen the look of horror and revulsion in her eyes when I told her, you would have no doubt, either.”
Yuri said, “Sir, Cypher is playing a big game of chess. Your daughter was nothing more than a pawn to him.”
“In a sense yes, but she was also a willing one. She is old enough to make up her own mind and to know the consequences of her actions. I am deeply ashamed that I was not a better father to her when she was growing up.”
“Sir, my son fell in with the wrong crowd during one of my deployments overseas,” said Jackson. “With a bit of tough love and structure he came around and is doing just fine now.”
Taro Satomi smiled weakly. “Mister Jackson, if I had paid more attention like you have when Atsuko was younger, we wouldn’t all be in this predicament. Unfortunately, you cannot change the past, only influence the future.”
Satomi painfully stood. His broken foot still hurt when he placed any weight on it. He said, “I am going to get some sleep now. Johnson will show you to your rooms when you’re ready to put your heads down. You must all be exhausted after all that you have been through.” With that, Satomi left the room.
“He looks like he’s aged ten years overnight,” said Mitchell, feeling sorry for Satomi.
“I don’t envy him. That’s for sure,” added Jackson.
Mitchell turned his attention to the plans spread out all over the table. “So, Yuri, what can you tell me about the bomb they were building?”
“Ryan, I’m not an explosives expert,” said Yuri, “but from what I have read, this bomb was designed to be dropped near its target in order to cause an earthquake. Inside the tail section was a massive parachute. When the bomb was nearing the ground, the tail fin section would be jettisoned and the parachute deployed to slow the descent of the bomb. The drill would then activate, allowing it to penetrate deep into the earth before detonating.”
“Quite ingenious. But how would it cause an earthquake?”
Yuri paused for a moment to ensure that what he was about to say in English made sense. “The device is a tectonic weapon. It is designed to manipulate electromagnetism in the earth to produce an earthquake from one as small as the one in Mongolia to ones capable of levelling entire cities.”
Jackson shook his head. “Yuri, you lost me at electromagnetism. All I know is, if Cypher has built one or more of these devices you can bet your bottom dollar that he intends to use them.”
“Yeah, but when and where?” said Mitchell, absentmindedly running his hand over his stubble-covered chin. “We need to inform General O’Reilly and Mike Donaldson about this.”
“Sir, if I may suggest,” said Satomi’s butler from behind Mitchell. “I can provide you with a secure laptop. We keep several in the house, should Mister Satomi’s business guests need them.”
Surprised that he hadn’t noticed Johnson was still in the room, Mitchell thanked him and then waited for the butler to return. He looked out at the rising sun and wondered what Jen was up to and when he would see her again.
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Hamilton Heights,
New York City
Jen grabbed her gym bag and waved to a couple of friends. “Are any of you coming to the gym tomorrow? I’m going to take in another cross-training class.” With staged groans, her friends all agreed to meet her again to be tortured by a woman barely out of her teens who seemed to have limitless energy and enthusiasm.
She stepped out onto the busy street. Jen was dressed in loose-fitting sweats. She swung her gym bag over her shoulder, and started to make her way home. The sidewalk was packed with people still making their way home after another day at work. Jen found that spending time at the local gym with some of her close friends was a good way to burn off a few unwanted calories. It also kept her mind from constantly worrying about Mitchell while he was away. Glancing down at her watch, Jen saw that it was closing in on seven in the evening. She had skipped supper to join her friends at the gym; her empty stomach growled loudly, reminding her that it was time to eat. Trying to decide what to have — a salad or a small portion of salmon with rice — Jen didn’t notice a black woman wearing an open, dark red jacket and blue jeans step out from a side street and begin to follow her.
For a few minutes, Jen strolled up west 145th street, oblivious to the threat stalking her. She waited for the traffic to stop so she could cross the street. Unexpectedly, she felt a hand tap her on her shoulder. Jen turned her head and looked into the face of a tall, lean black woman.
“Miss, I think you dropped something,” said the woman with a thick, East African accent.
Jen’s heart skipped a beat when she saw a small pistol in the woman’s hand aimed straight at her stomach.
The woman’s eyes turned as cold as ice. She stepped in close to Jen and said, barely above a whisper, “Don’t make a sound, Miss March, or I will kill you. Now turn about slowly and keep walking.”
Jen turned around and joined the stream of people crossing the street. Fear filled her mind. She had never seen the woman before in her life, but her gut told her it had to do something with Mitchell’s current assignment. Jen knew that if the woman had intended to kill her that she’d already be dead. The criminal wanted her alive for some reason. Moving as slowly as she dared, Jen tried to see a way out of her dilemma. With a pistol jammed tight in her back, she doubted that she would get more than a meter or two before being shot. Jen wasn’t a former soldier like Mitchell. She was an academic and had never fired a gun in her life. It was something that she intended to correct if she ever had the chance.
An ordinary-looking, yellow-painted taxi pulled over to the curb just in front of Jen and the woman. The rear driver’s-side door opened, and a short man with a baldhead stepped out. He looked every bit as unforgiving and deadly as the woman did.
“Keep quiet and get it in the cab,” ordered the woman.
Jen’s heart was racing wildly in her chest. She had mere seconds before it would be too late for her.
From out of the bustling crowd, stepped two broad-shouldered men wearing tight-fitting rugby shirts. Their noses were askew and their hair cut down to the wood.
“Is this cab for hire?” asked one of the men, his accent Scottish.
“No, it’s not,” curtly replied the bald-headed thug.
“I wasn’t asking you, mate,” said the Scotsman.
“Yeah, piss off mate,” added his redheaded friend, slurring his words.
Jen saw her salvation in the form of two inebriated Scottish rugby players. She knew that she had to time her escape perfectly or end up with a bullet in her back.
“Look, boys, this cab is not for hire, so why don’t you just move along,” said the hired killer, trying to get rid of the two drunks.
“Who you calling a boy?” said the first Scotsman, towering over the thug.
Jen felt the pistol jam hard into her back. “Ignore them. Keep moving,” threatened the woman.
It was now or never! She pretended to trip over her own feet and fell forward into the arms of the redheaded drunk.
“Oy, Dan, it’s my lucky day,” said the redhead with a smile on his face as he looked down at Jen.
Jen wrapped her arms around the man’s neck and said, “Help me please.”
With Jen in the redhead’s arms, the bald-headed thug realized that their plan to quietly abduct Jen off the street had failed. He balled up his fist and struck the first Scotsman as hard as he could in the mouth. On any ordinary man, the blow would have put him on his back, but not today.
With a bloody smile on his face, the Scotsman reached over, roughly grabbed the goon by his jacket collar, lifted him off the ground, and then body-slammed him onto the pavement. The sound of ribs cracking and air painfully escaping his lungs filled Jen’s ears. Moaning in agony, the thug rolled about on the ground.
Still holding tight to the redheaded man, Jen turned her head to look back. The black woman stood there with a look of incredulity on her face. For a brief moment, she hesitated, not sure what to do. She knew that she could never hope to kidnap Jen with her accomplice lying on the pavement struggling to breathe. Her orders were to capture, or, if that failed, to kill Jen March.
The assassin’s brief second of indecision cost her.
From out of the crowd stormed a third drunken rugby player. Like a bull charging at a matador’s red cape, the man hit the black woman square in her chest and sent her flying headfirst onto the hard, concrete pavement. With a muffled cry, the assassin was
knocked senseless, her pistol clattering off under a car.
With a loud screech of burning rubber, the cab peeled away from the street and within seconds was lost among the dozens of other cabs making their way up 145th street.
“Are you okay, miss?” asked the redheaded man as Jen slowly, hesitantly, let go of his thick neck.
“Those people were trying to kidnap me,” said Jen, pointing at the two thugs lying on the ground.
“Do you hear that, Andrew… we’re bloody heroes,” said the redheaded Scot to the third rugby player who had tackled the black assassin.
People from all around were beginning to congregate around Jen and her protectors. Many were busy taking pictures on their phones. The three young men smiled and posed for the people while holding onto their prisoners, enjoying their instant celebrity status. The sound of sirens racing to their location made Jen realize just how close she had come to being abducted.
Looking down, she saw her hands trembling.
The redheaded Scot smiled over at Jen and then asked her if she would like a drink after the police arrived.
Nodding, she knew that she would probably like more than one.
With a loud whoop, the man jumped up into the air. The smile on his face made him look as if he had just won the lottery.
Shaking her head, Jen couldn’t believe the reckless bravado of the three men. Being drunken rugby players hadn’t hurt. The men grabbed hold of their prisoners and waited for the police to arrive.
Reaching into her pocket for her phone, she thought about calling Mitchell. She quickly realized that there was nothing he could do about it while he was still in Japan. Instead, Jen decided to call General O’Reilly. She quickly passed on what had happened and was relieved when O’Reilly said that one of his best men, a former NYPD police officer, would pick her up shortly and bring her to O’Reilly’s home for safekeeping. Thanking him, Jen ended the call as a police sergeant stepped out from the crowd and asked what was going on.
With a grin from ear to ear, the redheaded Scot announced that they had simply been teaching some Americans the sport of rugby. Shaking her head from side to side, Jen intervened. She quickly took charge and explained what had happened before her protectors ended up being arrested for drunkenness and fighting.
A half hour later, Phillip Harris, the man assigned to pick up Jen and take her to O’Reilly’s home, found her sitting on the bar in a local pub being loudly serenaded by three very drunk men. From the look on her face, Harris was certain that Jen was well on her way to being drunk as well.
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Taro Satomi’s home,
Tokyo, Japan
The annoying buzz of Mitchell’s phone vibrating on the nightstand beside the bed wouldn’t go away. No matter how many times he swore at it, the phone wouldn’t stop buzzing. He reached over and saw that it was just after two in the afternoon. He was exhausted and had tried getting a few hours’ sleep before Atsuko Satomi woke up. Wearily, he sat up and answered the call.
It was O’Reilly calling.
Mitchell barely said hello before O’Reilly dropped the news on him. Instantly awake, Mitchell stood and listened intently as his mentor filled him in on what had happened in New York. It was only when O’Reilly told him that Jen was safe and staying with him until Mitchell returned, did he relax somewhat. The next piece of information hit him hard, as if he had been sucker-punched in the stomach. Asking the general to repeat himself, Mitchell’s anger began to boil up inside him. Cypher had made the assignment personal and for that, Mitchell vowed to himself that he was going to kill him. The authorities could all go to hell; he wanted to deal with him the only way men like Cypher knew how to act. Ending the call, Mitchell stepped into his bathroom, turned on the cold-water tap on the sink, and then splashed the cool water over his face. Looking up at the man in the mirror, Mitchell barely recognized himself. His eyes were red and puffy. He needed a shave, and a good, long, hot shower. Pushing those thoughts aside, Mitchell threw his shirt back on and then went to wake up Jackson. He wasn’t looking forward to telling him that his son, Daniel, had not come home last night and was last seen being forced into a cab.
Minutes later, Jackson in a fit of rage was ready to kill Cypher. If there was one man Mitchell never wanted mad at him, it was Nathaniel Jackson. Handing Jackson his cell phone to call Kelly, his wife of twenty years, Mitchell decided that they had waited long enough. He wanted answers, and he wanted them now.
With anger boiling up inside him, Mitchell banged loudly on Atsuko’s bedroom door. A couple of seconds later, a disheveled and confused-looking Atsuko Satomi opened her door, wearing light-blue silk pajamas and a matching housecoat. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and looked up into Mitchell’s eyes. What she saw frightened her. His eyes burnt with anger. Something had happened, and she was sure that Cypher was behind it.
“Wake your father,” ordered Mitchell. “I want both of you in his dining room in the next five minutes. You’re going to explain what exactly you and your boyfriend were up to and where I can find him.”
Mitchell left Atsuko standing there and went in search of Satomi’s butler. He wanted a fresh pot of coffee and something to eat.
Precisely five minutes later, Atsuko and her father sat on one side of the table while Mitchell, Yuri, and a very agitated Jackson sat on the other. Satomi’s butler placed a carafe of coffee on the table along with a plate of sandwiches and then quietly left the room.
Mitchell began by telling Atsuko and her father of Daniel’s kidnapping and the failed attempt on Jen. Shaking her head, she said that she was unaware that Cypher was planning to abduct anyone. The genuine look of confusion in her eyes convinced Mitchell that she was telling the truth.
“He wouldn’t have taken Daniel unless he wanted something from us, and I’m betting that something is you,” said Mitchell firmly, looking into Atsuko’s tired eyes.
“Why would he want Atsuko back?” said Mister Satomi. “You yourself said he tried to have her killed on Matua Island.”
“Sir, I suspect that he sees your daughter as nothing more than a liability. If she were to go to the police right now, with what she knows about him and his operation, she could scuttle everything he has been working toward. He’s going to suggest a trade… Atsuko for Daniel.”
Taro Satomi sat back in his chair. He knew Mitchell was right; he just didn’t know what to say.
“This whole thing is beginning to really piss me off,” said Jackson. “Just what the hell is he up to?”
Atsuko took a deep breath and then, with a sad look on her face, she began. “Gabriel Cypher was hired by Colonel Hwan, a North Korean officer, to develop a foolproof method to cripple the United States. This would then allow North Korea to unify the Korean peninsula under its leadership.”
“And just how was he going to accomplish this?” asked Yuri.
“Using the plans I gave him years ago, Gabriel already had an idea in the back of his mind on a new type of weapon of mass destruction. Namely, a tectonic bomb capable of causing an earthquake wherever and whenever an opponent pleased. Unfortunately, his scientists made a couple of errors, and the first field test was an utter disaster. Instead of causing an earthquake, they somehow released the energy aboveground in a deadly pulse, which shattered the tissues in any living organism in its path. It was this wave that killed the students your people were looking for in the Gobi Desert.”
“So he arranged to whisk you away to his factory in Mongolia to be by his side in exchange for the security protocols to your father’s safe so he could obtain the missing information required to correct the problems with his bombs,” said Mitchell.
“Yes,” replied Atsuko sadly.
“Where… where does he intend to use the bombs?” said Jackson, his voice growing angry and agitated.
“He’s going to use them against your nation’s Strategic Petroleum Reserve.”
“The what?” said Yuri.
Mitchell looked over at Yuri. “The Strategic Petroleum Reserve is based in four locations in the southern U.S. If memory serves me, there are two in Texas and two in Louisiana. The oil is stored in massive underground chambers that are themselves manmade salt domes. They hold altogether over seven hundred million barrels of oil, which, if rationing wasn’t in place, would keep the U.S. running for about six months. After that, we would be out of oil.”
“And unable to support your allies,” added Atsuko.
“Where has Cypher gone?” asked Jackson.
“If he’s keeping to Colonel Hwan’s plan, he intends to detonate a device near the Big Hills Reserve which, according to the computer simulations we ran, will be completely demolished. The focused electromagnetic energy burst will act like a nutcracker, easily shattering the salt domes, turning them into granules finer than sand. The resulting release of one hundred and sixty million barrels of oil into the local environment will make last year’s spill in the Gulf of Mexico look like a mere picnic.”
“Why there?” asked Yuri.
“It was the easiest target. It is all part of a larger plan being orchestrated by Colonel Hwan. After the installation at Big Hill is destroyed, the North Korean ambassador to the UN will ask to meet with the president of the United States and lay out for him exactly how the disaster occurred. In exchange for not interfering with North Korea’s plans to annex the South, they will vow not to destroy the three remaining installations.”
“This is madness,” uttered Taro Satomi. “This will lead to war.”
“I am sorry, Father,” said Atsuko. Burying her head in her hands, she began to cry.
“We need to tell the general,” said Yuri. “He needs to warn the authorities in Texas.”
“I don’t know about that. I don’t want a bunch of trigger-happy cops chasing after Cypher, not while he has my boy,” said Jackson firmly.
“We have time,” said Mitchell. “I’ll wager a month’s wages that we get a call from Cypher before too long.”
With that, Mister Satomi’s butler walked back in the room. Apologizing for intruding, he placed a phone on the table, pushed the speaker button down, and then asked the man on the line to speak.
“Good afternoon, everyone,” cheerfully said Gabriel Cypher. “I suspect that aside from Taro and Atsuko Satomi, Ryan Mitchell and Nathaniel Jackson are sitting in the room.”
Yuri was going to say something, when Mitchell raised a hand cutting him off. The less Cypher knew, the better, reasoned Mitchell.
“You are correct,” said Mitchell.
“What have you done with my boy, you son of a bitch?” snarled Jackson. If he could have crawled through the line, he would have done so and choked the life out of Cypher right then and there.
“Mister Jackson, I wish there would have been a better way to handle this delicate situation. However, I can assure you that your son is fine. No harm has come to him, and none should, if you do as I say. I would like you all to join me here in Big Hill, Texas. Bring Atsuko Satomi with you; I will gladly trade Daniel for her. Now, doesn’t that sound like a good deal?”
“I’ll have to ask,” said Mitchell, looking over at Atsuko.
With tears in her eyes, Atsuko meekly nodded.
“It looks like we have a deal. Where and when do wish us to rendezvous with you?”
“I will send Atsuko an email with all the pertinent details. I look forward to meeting you in the flesh, Mister Mitchell.”
“As do I… as do I,” said Mitchell, abruptly ending the call.
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The White House
Washington, D.C.
“Come again?” said President Kempt, placing his reading glasses on the table in front of him.
“Sir, I have it from several reliable sources that South Korea’s interim president, Shin Seong-il, was found dead in his home less than an hour ago,” explained Harold White, the president’s Secretary of State. With his white hair and taste for bowties, White looked more like an African American schoolteacher than a key member of President Kempt’s inner circle of advisors.
“What happened?”
“As far as I can determine from the preliminary reports my office has received, it looks like he went for a jog on his treadmill and died from a heart attack.”
“Any suspicion of foul play?”
“None that I have heard of.”
“My God.” Kempt shook his head. “Who is the logical successor?”
“The person they will most likely ask to lead the country until the next election is Kim Soo-Mi. She is the current Minister of Education and has publically stated her desire to retire from politics after the next election.”
“What can you tell me about her?”
White dug out a pair of glasses and placed them on his nose. Looking over a prepared memo, he said, “She is fifty-three years old and is the daughter of a South Korean diplomat. As a child, she travelled extensively and was educated in both Great Britain and the States. She has a Master’s Degree in Education from Columbia University. Fluent in Korean, English, and Japanese, Mrs. Kim is the ideal candidate.”
“What are her views regarding our forces based in South Korea?”
White smiled. “This is where things get really good. She is very vocal in her support of our alliance. She has stated several times in the past that she sees re-unification with the North as inevitable. However, unlike the late Shin Seong-il, she sees it as a gradual process. Her biggest fear is that a hasty reunification with the North could cripple South Korea’s fragile economy.”
Kempt nodded. It was welcome news. “When do you think this will be made public?”
“My sources tell me that Mrs. Kim is already en route to the Central Government Complex in Seoul to be sworn in as the new interim president. I suspect that CNN and all the other major news agencies will get wind of this in the next few minutes.”
“Okay then, this is how I want things to go down from our end. The instant that Mrs. Kim is sworn in I want our ambassador to pay her a visit and pledge our support to her administration. Secondly, I want you on the next flight to Seoul. Mrs. Kim needs to know that I take her ascension to the position of interim president of one of our closest allies as a positive step.”
“Very good, Mister President. What of our naval forces? Shall we recall them?”
“No, for now let’s leave them in place. I want the North and anyone else for that matter to see that we still have the ability to support our allies at a moment’s notice.”
With that, White left the Oval Office to prepare himself for his trip to South Korea.
Sitting back in his chair, President Kempt looked down at pile of paperwork on his desk. Reluctantly, he realized that the files weren’t going anywhere until he read them. He reached down and picked up the first file. He saw it was a briefing note on the worsening humanitarian crisis in the Sudan. Shaking his head, he wondered if a single day could go by without some tragedy in the world being brought to his attention. With a resigned shrug, he knew it was foolish to think like that. He picked up his pen and began to jot down questions he would want answered by the end of the day on what the global community could do to help avert another calamity.

On the other side of the world, General Pak sat at his desk, refusing to believe what he had just been told. He clenched his hands tight until his knuckles blanched. Pak took a deep breath and then fixed his steely gaze on General Lee, the commander of North Korea’s one-million-strong army.
“Sir, we have to face the fact that Operation Long Sword has failed,” said Lee calmly. “Without Shin Seong-il in place your plan will go nowhere.”
Pak gritted his teeth. Decades of careful planning had evaporated. “Who will replace him?”
“A pro-American school teacher,” replied Lee contemptuously.
“This is unbelievable. I cannot believe that he died of a heart attack. He must have been murdered by the CIA.”
“Sir, be that as it may, Shin Seong-il is dead. We must abandon Long Sword. You said so yourself, we no longer possess the resources to wage war. If Colonel Hwan detonates any of the tectonic devices on American soil, the repercussions will be catastrophic. You must recall him immediately and order the elimination of Gabriel Cypher, and anyone connected to the operation.”
Pak sat in his chair, fuming that the one chance he had to bring all of Korea under his control was slipping through his fingers like granules of sand through an hourglass.
“Sir, your orders?” pushed Lee.
“Order our forces back from the border and have Hwan abandon the operation. I want Cypher killed, and the tectonic devices brought to back North Korea immediately. We cannot afford to allow even one of them to fall into the hands of the Imperialists.”
“Very good, sir,” said Lee. He came to attention smartly saluted Pak, turned about, and left the office. He quickly walked down the long hallway to pass on the necessary orders, Lee knew that Pak was an old man and would probably not live more than a couple more years. In an instant, he made up his mind. Lee decided to talk with the other officers on the general staff as soon as possible. A younger successor would need to be identified to allow for a future transition of power. With a sly grin on his face, Lee knew exactly who he wanted to be North Korea’s next leader; it was now just a question of getting his peers to support him. Those that didn’t would soon disappear, and new, more amicable leadership would take their place.
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Satomi private jet
Over the Pacific Ocean
The mood in the back of the Gulfstream jet was tense.
Flying at just over nine hundred kilometers an hour over the blue-green waters of the Pacific Ocean, the plane, one of a dozen belonging to the Satomi Corporation, was heading to a small airport on the outskirts of Beaumont, Texas. It was there that Mitchell and his team would be met and taken to where Cypher was holding Daniel.
The interior of the Gulfstream jet was far more luxurious than any commercial airline’s first-class cabin. At the back of the cabin, Mitchell, Jackson, Yuri, Atsuko, and her father all sat around a jet-black-painted table. On the table was a secure laptop with an open line to General O’Reilly.
On the split screen, Mitchell could see his boss and Mike Donaldson, neither of whom looked very comfortable after he had briefed them on what Cypher was planning to do to the Big Hills Petroleum Reserve.
“Ryan, you know that I have a responsibility to warn Homeland Security,” said O’Reilly. “A threat of this magnitude cannot be ignored.”
“Sir, these people have my son,” said Jackson, his voice cracking. “If you alert the authorities, they’ll kill him.”
“You don’t know that for certain.”
“General, it is clear to me that they intend to kill anyone who may be able to tie the planned destruction of Big Hill to Cypher and his people,” said Mitchell. “The only reason Cypher is willing to trade Daniel for Atsuko is so he can kill her. Once the trade is done, I have no doubt that he’ll try to kill us as well.”
“Sir, you have to give us some time to try to rescue Daniel,” pleaded Jackson. “He’s my only child. General, please, you have to give us a chance to help him.”
O’Reilly nervously bit his lip. He wanted to give his people the time to mount a rescue attempt, but he couldn’t ignore the big picture either. He was torn. His unswerving loyalty to his people was eating at him. If he failed to act on time thousands could die, and an ecological disaster could hit Texas.
Mitchell leaned forward. “Sir, I know that this is probably the hardest decision you’ve had to make since leaving the army, but hear me out. We land at thirteen hundred hours local. If you warn Homeland Security at precisely the same time, it will take them some time to mount an effective response. We can use that time to rescue Daniel and do what we can to derail Cypher’s plan.”
“General, considering that we don’t know precisely where he intends to set off his device, Ryan’s proposal has some merit,” said Donaldson. “We can track them using the GPS devices in their phones. Once we know exactly where the device is we can help guide the authorities to their location.”
O’Reilly took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. “Okay, Ryan, you’ve bought yourself some wiggle room. Don’t be late by even one millisecond. At exactly one second past thirteen hundred hours, I’m on the phone with Homeland Security.”
“Thanks, sir,” said Jackson, looking as if a heavy weight had just been lifted from his chest.
“You might as well brief me on your plan, Ryan, as I know you’ve already thought of one,” said O’Reilly.
For the next few minutes, Mitchell outlined his plan. When he was done, O’Reilly and Donaldson sat there, staring at the screen and saying nothing. It was a plan born of desperation. It would either work or not. There was no way for them to influence what was about to happen from their offices three thousand kilometers away.
“Okay then, we all have to wait until thirteen hundred hours,” said O’Reilly.
“Good luck,” said Donaldson.
“Talk to you in a few hours, General,” said Mitchell as he ended the teleconference.
Sitting back in his chair, Mitchell looked over at Yuri and Jackson. “So what do you think of my plan?”
Yuri shrugged and said nothing. He trusted his friend, and if that was what he thought would work, he intended to back him all the way.
“It’s not the worst you’ve ever had,” said Jackson. “If it can get my boy out alive, then I’m all for it.”
With a look of fear in his eyes, Taro Satomi reached over and placed a hand over his daughter’s left hand. “This is a very risky plan. Are you sure you wish to go through with it?”
Meekly nodding, Atsuko looked into her father’s pained eyes. “Father, I have allowed myself to become embroiled in this nightmare. I will not have the blood of an innocent child on my hands. I will do what I must.”
With that, the cabin grew silent, each person lost in their thoughts. In a few hours, they would either have Daniel free and on his way home, or they would all be dead.

With a look of fierce determination in his eyes, O’Reilly looked over at Sam and Cardinal, both of whom had been sitting quietly in his office throughout the conference. “Well, what do you think? Do they stand a chance of pulling this off?”
Sam turned her head and looked over at Cardinal. His right arm was still in a sling. The many bruises and cuts on his face had slowly begun to heal. His body might have been battered, but his resolve was stronger than ever. His friends needed them and injuries aside, he was going to help. With a quick nod, they were committed.
“How quick can you get us down there?” said Sam.
“I still have a couple of connections with the air force. I know a few folks who still owe me a favor or two. Pack your gear and then stand by,” said O’Reilly. “I’ll see if you can be picked up by helicopter and then flown to Joint Base Andrews where a plane hopefully will be waiting for you.”
After shaking their hands, O’Reilly watched Sam and Cardinal leave his office. He reached down for his phone and made a call. A few minutes later, with several slates wiped clean, he sat back and looked up at the clock hanging above the door to his office. The next few hours, he was certain, were going to go by far too slowly.
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Jack Brooks Regional Airport
Beaumont, Texas
The sun hung high in a cloudless, azure sky.
The heat shimmered off the tarmac like waves rippling across the surface of the ocean as the Gulfstream jet began its descent.
An armadillo sniffed the hot air and decided not to cross the landing strip; instead, she turned back and ambled under the shade of a clump of cacti as the jet noisily landed meters away.
Turning away from the main terminal and taxiing over to a private hangar, guided inside by a couple of airport technicians, the jet parked, turned off its engines and then made ready to receive a customs agent already waiting to board the plane. Like clockwork, the plane’s door opened and the stairs extended.
With a practiced smile on his face, the customs agent boarded the plane and, without looking closely at the motley mix of people waiting inside, he stamped their passports and welcomed them all to the United States. Used to dealing with VIPs, the agent didn’t ask any prying questions. After a cursory glance around the plane, he thanked them for their time. The agent left the plane, jumped back in his air-conditioned car just as three black Hummers with tinted windows drove into the hangar.
“Company’s here,” said Jackson as he watched from the window as the Hummers pulled up into line beside the plane with military precision.
“Okay, let’s go,” said Mitchell firmly.
The temperature, even inside the shaded hangar, felt like stepping into a furnace. Mitchell looked over at the people who had been sent to collect them and saw that they were a real mix. They were dressed identically in tan fatigues, and from the hard looks on their faces, he guessed that they were all former soldiers from all over the globe. The men took up positions around the plane.
A man with blond hair and a jutting jaw spotted Mitchell and walked purposefully over to him.
“Are you Ryan Mitchell?” asked the man.
“In the flesh,” replied Mitchell with a smile.
The man ignored the quip and looked past Mitchell.
“Are any of you armed?”
“No, we followed your boss’ directions to the letter. You can search us if you like, but you won’t find a single pistol or knife on any of us. We are completely unarmed.”
“I will take your word for it. Be warned that if you try anything foolish, the boy in our care will be killed.”
“Fair enough.”
“Is Atsuko Satomi with you?”
“Yes, I am,” said Atsuko with as much pride as she could muster as she stepped out from the plane. Dressed in loose-fitting clothing, Atsuko was the only one had put on a new outfit.
Seconds later, Mitchell, Jackson, Mister Satomi, and Atsuko stood there, quietly eyeing the men in front of them.
“Mitchell, Jackson, and Miss Satomi are to come with us. Mister Satomi and the flight crew are to remain here until our business is conducted,” ordered the blonde-haired man.
Atsuko looked into the frightened eyes of her father. Forcing a smile on her face, she embraced her father and held onto him, knowing that she might never see him again.
“We have a schedule to keep,” the blonde-haired man said bluntly. “Get in the back of the vehicles. Mitchell in mine, Atsuko the middle, and Jackson can ride in the last one.”
Atsuko’s heart felt heavy in her chest. She knew there was no turning back. She was as responsible as Cypher for all that had happened. If this small act could help someone, then she was going to do it, no matter what her fate may be.
“Take care, Father,” said Atsuko. Letting go of him, she gently kissed his forehead and turned about. Without saying another word, her head held high, she walked over and got in the middle Hummer.
With a nod at Jackson, Mitchell followed suit, got into the back of the armored Hummer, and buckled himself in.
Seconds later, the small convoy of vehicles exited the hangar and then made its way out of the airport and onto the main road.

Inside the plane, Yuri stepped out from the bathroom and made his way to Taro Satomi, who had taken a seat. Yuri could see that Satomi looked heartbroken and drained.
“Do not worry, Mister Satomi,” said Yuri. “Ryan will do all he can to look after your daughter. She’ll be back on board your plane in no time.”
With a forlorn look on his face, Satomi sat up. “Yes, of that I have no doubt. However, my heart tells me that Atsuko doesn’t intend to return. She’s going to pay her debt for all those who have died because of her when she meets Cypher.”
Yuri had nothing more to say. If she intended to die there was nothing he or Mitchell could do to stop her. As he made his way off the plane, Yuri felt like he was walking into a wall of heat.
“Yuri,” called out Cardinal, walking out from an office on the side of the hangar.
“Gordon, you look like crap,” replied Yuri, looking over at his battered and bruised friend.
“Thanks, I missed you too.”
“Have you been able to get everything Ryan asked for?”
Cardinal nodded. “My gear is in the office.”
“What did you hire for me?”
“Oh, you’ll love it,” said Cardinal smiling. “I had some trouble finding one you were rated on, but I was able to rent a Bell 212 Twin Huey from a local oil company.”
Yuri smiled. “Good work, Gordon.”
“Come on, we need to get going. Your helicopter is waiting for you a few kilometers down the road. I have a rental car out back.” Holding up his still-bandaged right arm, he said, “You drive.”
“Where is Sam?” asked Yuri, looking around the hangar.
“Doing her best to blend in.”
Yuri shook his head and joined Cardinal as he strolled back to the office to pick up his gear.
Ten kilometers away, the Hummers sped down the road, oblivious to a battered-looking silver Jeep Wrangler following them at a discreet distance. Dressed in cargo pants, a T-shirt, and cowboy hat, Sam quickly glanced at her disguise in the rearview mirror and grinned to herself. It wasn’t her usual attire, but it was an outfit she could get used to. Watching her speed and distance, Sam was playing it cool. As soon as she learned where the Hummers were going, she intended to keep on driving, double back, and then call O’Reilly back in Polaris Headquarters, so he could inform Homeland Security. She knew that Donaldson was tracking them via their cell phones, but Sam knew to call in anyway just in case there had been changes to the plan. At least, that’s how they had planned it. However, Sam was an old hand and knew that any plan, no matter how well thought out, never survived contact with the enemy.
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Outskirts of Big Hill,
Texas
The drive from the airport took less than thirty minutes through the dry Texas countryside.
Mitchell tried to query the blonde-haired man about where they were going, but only received stony silence from the man. Riding beside him was a bull of a man who sat there impassively, with a pistol jammed into Mitchell's ribs, reminding him not to do anything foolish.
Soon the vehicles turned off the main road and headed down a dirt track that meandered past several farms before eventually coming to the rundown home belonging to Phillip Farragut. They stopped behind the home. Mitchell was surprised to see that there were least a dozen SUVs, jeeps, and trucks of all sizes parked in neat rows. The farm was far enough back from the road that anyone passing by would have a hard time seeing the ramshackle wooden home, let alone any of the vehicles.
“Out,” bluntly ordered the blond-haired man.
Mitchell got out and brought a hand to his eyes to block out the glare from the sun. He looked about, but couldn’t see anything that would have made him, or anyone else, think that something nefarious was going on. Aside from the parked vehicles, the land behind the farmhouse was empty. He was truly puzzled.
A couple of seconds later, Jackson and Satomi walked over to Mitchell. By the looks upon their faces, they were as mystified as he was as to what was going on.
“Come with me,” ordered the blonde-haired man.
With a shrug of his shoulders, Mitchell, followed closely by Jackson, and Atsuko fell into line with Cypher’s guards as they led them behind a barn that was slanted so far over that it looked like it was going to collapse at any moment. As they came around the corner of the barn, Mitchell saw two men dressed in military-style camouflage fatigues blocking the entrance to the cavern. In their hands were U.S. Army M-4 carbines.
The sounds of men and machines working feverishly echoed up and out of the earth.
Mitchell stepped onto the stairs and then began to descend down into the earth. He felt the cool air of the cavern on his skin. It was a welcome relief from the stiflingly hot air above.
Mitchell looked out into the massive cavern and cursed to himself. He hadn’t expected that they were going to be taken deep underground. His only hope was that Sam found out where they were and quickly alerted the authorities, or they didn’t stand a hope in hell of getting out of the cavern alive. Mitchell was amazed to see a tall oil derrick inside the cavern. Men in dust-covered blue coveralls scurried back and forth around the derrick. Powered by several generators, bright lights illuminated the entire cave. As he got lower, his curiosity grew. He could see that the men working around the derrick were all Asian, while the men guarding the site were all Cypher’s men.
At the bottom off the stairs, the blonde-haired man led them to the derrick. He raised his hand to stop Mitchell and his people from coming any closer. The mercenary left them under guard while he walked over to a group of men huddled over a worktable.
Mitchell could see the blonde-haired man talking to a man in a charcoal-gray suit. The man stood at least six feet tall, with short blonde hair above his narrow face. His ice-blue eyes fixed on Mitchell, studying him.
With a grin on his face, Mitchell stared back. For a moment, the two alpha males glared back at one another, as if challenging the other one to a fight for dominance.
“Mister Mitchell, I presume?”
“Yes,” said Mitchell bluntly.
“We met once before, quite briefly, when you blasted your way out of my factory in Mongolia. Therefore, please allow me to properly introduce myself. My name is Gabriel Cypher, and I am so glad to finally meet you in the flesh. You have proven to be quite a tenacious individual, Mister Mitchell.”
“Tenacious… normally people just call me a pain in the ass.”
Cypher shook his head at the remark and then looked over at Jackson. “Then you must be Daniel’s father.”
“I am, and I would like to see my boy,” replied Jackson.
“Of course, Mister Jackson. What kind of host would I be if I did not let you see your son?” With a snap of his fingers, a couple of guards moved over beside Jackson and led him away.
“Ah, Atsuko, it is so nice to see you again,” said Cypher, his words cold as if spoken by a serpent.
“Gabriel, you’re a monster. You tried to kill my father and me. Why?” said Atsuko angrily. Tears filled her eyes.
“It was nothing personal, my love. It was all purely business-related. I’m sure you understand.”
“How dare you use the word love when you speak to me,” snapped Atsuko. “You don’t know the meaning of the word. Gabriel Cypher only cares about Gabriel Cypher.”
She stepped forward and brought her hand back to slap Cypher’s face. Mitchell grabbed her arm and held it tight.
The sound of weapons being readied filled the air.
Mitchell saw at least four men with their weapons trained on Atsuko. “Don’t; he’s not worth it,” said Mitchell calmly into Atsuko’s ear.
Fighting the vortex of emotions racing through her heart, Atsuko took a deep breath, stepped back and then slowly lowered her hand.
“Take her over to the boy and tell the guards to keep a close eye on her as well,” said Cypher to the blond-haired guard.
Nodding, the man pointed to a table about fifty meters away, where Jackson’s son was sitting. With a malicious look still burning in her eyes, Atsuko turned and followed the man.
Cypher smiled. “Now, Mister Mitchell, you are no fool. You must realize that I cannot allow any of you to ever leave this cavern alive.”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” replied Mitchell.
“It is only fitting that Mister Jackson has the opportunity to be with his son at the end, don’t you think?”
Mitchell resisted the burning urge to smash his fist into Cypher’s throat, killing him. The only problem was that his goons would cut him down as well. Staying alive for as long as possible was their only key to salvation. He glanced over at the derrick and saw what looked like a torpedo suspended underneath.
“That doesn’t look the slightest bit like the bomb we saw on Matua Island,” said Mitchell.
“So they did build one!” exclaimed Cypher. “I always wondered about that.”
“It was only about three-quarters complete.”
“Fascinating. I would have loved to see the original bomb.”
“I can take you to it if you like,”
Cypher smiled. “I bet you’d like that. Now, Mister Mitchell, please allow me to show you the instrument of your Armageddon.”
With that, Mitchell, surrounded by three of Cypher’s well-armed goons, walked to the rig.

“Hey, you, sit up straight,” called out Jackson to his son who was hunched over, playing a game on an iPad.
“Dad!” yelled out Daniel Jackson. Tossing the iPad down on the table, Daniel leapt up onto his feet and ran over to his father.
Jackson grabbed his son in his arms and, with tears in the corners of his eyes, gave him a tight bear hug.
Daniel couldn’t respond in kind as his hands had been handcuffed to prevent him from escaping.
“I’m sorry, Dad. I’m real sorry that I got you into this mess,” said Daniel, overjoyed that his father had come for him.
“It’s not your fault, Dan. These people down here are to blame, not you.”
“Are we gonna be leaving soon?”
“Soon. We still have some business to conclude. Once that’s done, we can both go home and see your mother. She’s probably going out of her mind, worrying about where you are.”
Jackson and Daniel took a seat. Jackson dug in a pocket and placed a set of car keys on the table.
“What are you doing?” asked one of the two men watching Jackson, his accent Slavic.
“Just wanted to make sure I hadn’t lost the keys to my car.”
“Like you’ll need those,” said the guard derisively.
“What did he mean by that, Dad?” asked Daniel, his voice growing afraid.
“Nothing, Son, the man can barely speak, let alone understand, English. I’ll have you home safe and sound in time for supper.”
A few seconds later, Atsuko joined them. She sat down with a bitter look on her face. Atsuko fixed her gaze across the cavern on Cypher. A thought kept running through her mind… if she was going to die, then so was he. She had abandoned any hope of saving her life. All she wanted was the chance to send Cypher to hell. How she was going to kill him, she had no idea, but if she had the chance, she was going to take it and make him pay.
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The farm
Phillip Farragut poured himself another tall glass of bourbon, his third this afternoon. Sitting down on his moth-eaten couch, he turned on the television and then sat back for an afternoon of drinking and mindless entertainment. He didn’t really care what was on. He preferred police shows to anything else, but they usually didn’t come on until after supper. Flicking his remote, he found an old war movie on TV. He took a deep sip of bourbon. Farragut still couldn’t believe his luck. He had more money than he knew what to do with and more on the way; he began to think about selling the farm and moving into Beaumont and spending the last of his days living in a trailer park.
Over the sound of the TV Farragut never heard the front door opening. A figure crept stealthily through the house, a silenced automatic weapon held firm in the shoulder.
Thinking that he would like some ice, Farragut muted the TV and then stood up. When he turned about, his heart skipped a beat. Farragut’s eyes widened when he saw a small woman standing in front of him, dressed in camouflage fatigues with a weapon pointed at his heart.
“Listen carefully to what I have to say,” said Sam. “I want you to pick up your phone, call 9-1-1, and tell whoever answers who you are and that there is a man in your house with a gun and then hang up.”
Farragut, his hands shaking, picked up the phone and placed the call just as instructed.
“Jesus, girl, please don’t kill me,” pleaded Farragut.
“I’m not going to kill you. Now, I need to know if there is another way down inside the cavern.”
Farragut was confused. She looked like she was one of them. Why would she want another way down?
“I asked you a question,” said Sam, her patience fading fast.
“Yes, there are a couple of other ways down below. We used to use them when we were kids. But I haven’t crawled down into them tunnels in years, miss.”
Sam lowered her weapon slightly. “Sir, I need you to trust me. I’m with the authorities. The men on your land intend to detonate a bomb that will kill thousands of people. Can you lead me to the nearest tunnel entrance?”
“No, you have it all wrong. It’s just a movie. There’s no bomb down there.”
“Sir, please, we are wasting time. I must get below before it’s too late.”
Although his mind was hazy from the bourbon, Farragut could see that Sam wasn’t fooling around. There really was a bomb. Nodding, Farragut walked over to the table and picked up the keys to his truck.
“How far away is it?”
“Not too far, but we’ll have to drive past all those people out there to get to the nearest tunnel if I can still recall where it is.”
“Are you sure you can drive?” asked Sam, seeing Farragut stagger from side to side on his feet.
“Sure, I’m really not going all that far.”
“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” muttered Sam under her breath. “Let’s go.”
A minute later, Farragut waved over at the men guarding the entrance to the cavern as he slowly drove his beat-up truck down the dusty path. Sam lay in the backseat, covered by an old blanket, her silenced weapon tight in her hands. Bouncing up and down like a bucking bronco as it hit every rock in its path, the truck turned a slight bend and came to a stop behind a small grove of trees.
Farragut glanced over his shoulder and said, “We’re here… I hope.”
Carefully raising her head, Sam peered back toward the farm. It was quiet. So far, no one suspected a thing. She got out of the truck and looked over at Farragut. “Where is the entrance?”
“Jesus, I told you, missy, it’s been forever since I was a kid. Give me a minute to collect my thoughts.”
Kicking dried brush and rocks out of his way, Farragut tried to find the long-forgotten tunnel entrance.
Sam had called Donaldson the instant the Hummers had turned onto Farragut’s land. After confirming her location by GPS, Sam parked her jeep, dug out an old green army duffle bag, and then changed her clothes. Sneaking back onto Farragut’s land, she made her way straight to his home.
Now looking back at the rows of vehicles parked behind the farmhouse, Sam was starting to grow nervous that she was going to be seen when Farragut let out a whistle. She saw Farragut get down on all fours and begin to clear away a couple of old rotten wooden boards.
“I remember my father getting mad at us for crawling around down in the cavern, so he boarded it up.”
Sam helped him remove the last of the old boards. She peered into the narrow rocky entrance. Sam was happy that it was she and not Jackson about to go down into the tunnel.
“Now what, missy?”
“Sir, I want you to drive to the entrance of your farm and wait for the police to arrive. When they do, tell them that armed men have a bomb on your land.”
“That’s all?”
“Sir, with the amount of liquor on your breath, if you can convince them that you’re not making all of this up, that will be good enough for me.”
With a quick wave of her hand, Sam lowered herself into the tight, rocky channel and then began to climb down into the earth.
Farragut got back in his truck and began to drive. A thought crossed his mind. He was still owed money. If the police came and arrested everyone, he would never see the rest of the money coming to him. He decided to see if Miss Tam, his favorite, was with the others down in the cavern. Perhaps she could pay him before the police arrived.

“So what do you think, Mister Mitchell?” said Cypher proudly as he looked up at the tectonic device hanging from heavy metal chains underneath of the derrick.
“It looks more like a high-tech torpedo than a bomb to me,” said Mitchell as he studied the device. It was smooth, about eight meters long. Along its surface protruded a series of slender probes. It was unlike anything he had ever seen. He looked down at the base of the derrick and saw that it had been built over a wide fissure in the rock.
“It goes down over three hundred meters. That is what you are thinking, isn’t it?” said Cypher.
“Yes, it is.”
“I only need to lower it down to just over two hundred meters to get the desired effect.”
“Which is?”
“As I intend to leave nothing behind for the authorities to tie me to the blast, I have programmed the device to go off like a shaped charge. The destructive power of this bomb will destroy this cavern and the surroundings area while the electromagnetic pulse wave aimed at the Big Hill installation will surge through the rock will like a tidal wave. When it hits, it will destroy the petroleum reserve and everything around it for about twelve kilometers in a blink of an eye.”
“So, I take it my friends and I will be here when your device goes off.”
“Yes, that’s the plan.”
Mitchell was about to ask to be taken over to Jackson when a fit, bald-headed black woman came bounding down the stairs. The look on her face told him that she knew him, but he couldn’t recall ever laying eyes on her.
Like a large cat, she moved over beside Cypher and whispered something in his ear.
Smiling, Cypher locked eyes with Mitchell. “You know, Mister Mitchell, there’s something I think you should see. I’m sure it will amuse you.”
“Well, if I’m going to die, it might as well be with a smile on my face,” replied Mitchell facetiously.
A few seconds later, a slender Asian man with salt-and-pepper hair made his way down the stairs; he looked to Mitchell as if he was in a hurry.
As soon as he stepped onto the rocky floor of the cavern, he called out in Korean. The workers stopped what they were doing and quickly congregated around the man.
“Good afternoon, Colonel. Is there something wrong?” said Cypher, looking over at the men standing behind Colonel Hwan.
“Mister Cypher, my government has instructed me to inform you that we are no longer interested in continuing our arrangement. As of this second, we are no longer in business together.”
“Colonel, why would your government invest so much time and money into something they now wish to abandon?”
“Our reasons are our own. You are to cease your operation here, surrender the device to me, and inform me where the other three bombs may be found so I can have them flown out of the country to Mexico, tonight.”
“And the remainder of my money?”
“As per our agreement, you can keep the money we have already paid you. As we are terminating our operations you are not entitled to any more money.”
Cypher let out a chuckle. “That’s very kind of you, Colonel, to let me keep the quarter of a billion dollars already sitting in my back account in Zurich; however, I am still owed three-quarters of a billion dollars.”
Hwan stared at Cypher for a moment. The mood inside the cavern grew tense. “I see your point of view. I will ask my government to release the remainder of the money owed you for the bombs.”
“That sounds acceptable.”
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, my men and I are leaving. I need to make arrangements to smuggle them out of the country.”
Cypher smiled and then raised his hand in the air. The chilling sound of dozens of weapons cocking filled the air.
“My dear, Colonel, do honestly think that I knew nothing of your orders to kill me and my people?”
Hwan’s face betrayed him. He had been caught in a lie.
“Seriously, Colonel, how hard do think it was for me to eavesdrop on all of your communications with your superiors in North Korea?”
“Obviously too easy,” said Hwan, through gritted teeth.
“Your encryption technology is years behind anything in the West. Your room was bugged and all of your calls were monitored. I’ve known about your orders to kill me and all of my people for days. I know that hidden in the back your rental truck parked behind the farmhouse are enough weapons to equip all of your men. Colonel, just so you understand your predicament, I should inform you that the extra men you smuggled across the border last night to assist you won’t be arriving anytime soon. Unfortunately, they were intercepted and are all lying facedown in the desert with a bullet hole in the back of each of their skulls.”
“How much to let us go?”
Cypher smiled. “Colonel Hwan, there isn’t a sum of money you could pay me to let you go free. After the blast, I need you and your men to be found in the wreckage of this farm as the true culprits of this heinous crime. For you see, Colonel, I intend to inform the Americans that I was duped by you and your superiors. I thought I was only helping you work on software in my factory in Mongolia. My motives were purely altruistic. Only, you lied to me and used my factory to build a tectonic device that you then used to level my factory to cover your tracks. Luckily, I managed to escape and hunt you down. Unfortunately, I arrived too late to stop you from detonating this device. Regrettably, you didn’t realize the power of this bomb and were killed while trying to make your escape.”
“And the other bombs?” asked Mitchell.
“This is the best part. I intend to tell the American government that I managed to discover where Hwan had hidden the three other devices, thereby saving the remainder of your precious reserve of oil. With all of the clues leading back to North Korea and not me, I suspect that there will be a massive demand for new arms and armaments, which my family’s company will naturally provide as the new favorite in Washington. I conservatively estimate that we will make at least ten billion in sales to the U.S. armed forces this year alone. Why settle for a measly one billion when you can have far more?”
Mitchell clapped his hands. “Atsuko said you were clever. But if you pump the North Koreans full of holes, your clever little scheme will fall apart. An autopsy will show that they didn’t die during the earthquake.”
“Oh, Mister Mitchell, please. Do you take me for a fool? I already thought of that. All I need is a couple of them along with Colonel Hwan to be found amongst the wreckage to prove that they were behind everything.”
With a loud bark from one of Cypher’s guards, the North Koreans were herded to one side of the cavern to await their fate.
With a pleased look on his face, Cypher turned to face Mitchell. “Unfortunately, your remains will never be found.”
“Too bad for me, I guess; I always thought that I would make a great-looking corpse.”
“Your feeble attempt at wit is lost on me, Mister Mitchell,” said Cypher dryly. He then ordered one of his men to lower the device into the crevice.
With a sense of growing dread, Mitchell stood rooted to the ground, impotent to stop the coming cataclysm. Grinding his teeth, Mitchell watched as the bomb slid down into the rocky crevice, quickly disappearing from sight.
Cypher saw the look in Mitchell’s eyes and smiled. He had beaten him. He glanced down at his watch and said, “My ride will be here soon. Please do enjoy your last fifteen minutes alive, Mister Mitchell.”
“I suspect it’s more time than you have left,” replied Mitchell bluntly.
For a brief moment, Cypher hesitated, not sure what to do or say. A second later, he looked over at his assassin. “Tara, please escort Mister Mitchell over to his friends and then bring Atsuko to me.”
“With pleasure,” replied Tara.
Cypher reached into his jacket and dug out a memory stick, placed it into the side of his laptop on a table near the derrick, and then began to type.
“Let’s go,” said Tara to Mitchell, waving her machine pistol in his face.
“Sure, why not,” replied Mitchell, his mind a blur as he tried to figure a way out. Walking as slowly as he dared, he tried to delay the inevitable when out of the corner of his right eye Mitchell saw a dark blur move between a nearby generator and the rock wall. With a cocky grin on his face, he knew that it could only be one person. A plan gelled in his mind. He saw the two guards covering Jackson and Daniel standing there with bored looks on their faces and knew exactly what he had to do. All it would take was split-second timing and a catalyst to set everything in motion. Where that was going to come from, he had no idea; He just needed a distraction. He needed it in the next ten seconds or he, and his friends, would soon be dead.
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Farragut’s farm
The wailing sound of police sirens grew louder by the second.
Farragut had just parked his truck and was ambling over to the two men standing by the entrance to the cave when he turned his head to see where the noise was coming from. In the distance, he saw two police cruisers racing down the road to his farm, trailing a thick plume of dust behind them. For a second, he wondered why the police would be coming onto his land, and then he remembered the small Asian woman who had told him to call the cops. Farragut wondered where she had gone. She was with him just a minute ago. He shook his head, placed his hands in his pockets and decided to wait until the police arrived before speaking with Jane Tam about his money.
The two men assigned to guard the entrance to the tunnel saw the cruisers racing toward them. Without saying a word, the men stepped away from the entrance, walked over to their car, popped the trunk, and then pulled out a pair of assault rifles modified with a 40mm grenade launder attached under the hand guard. Moving away from their car, the two men adjusted the sights on their weapons and then took aim. Both men had loaded high-explosive grenades. They waited until they judged that the lead police car was about one hundred meters away, then both men pulled back on the triggers of their weapons. Sounding more like a loud pop than an explosion, the grenades simultaneously shot out of their launchers.

In the second police car was Sheriff Jake “Red” Thomas. Called Red his entire life on account of his flaming red hair, Sheriff Thomas was in a foul mood. He recalled the last time he had been called to Farragut’s place; all he could smell was the booze on the man’s breath as he complained about his poor TV reception. If the man was once again wasting his time, Red was going to throw him in a cell for the night or until he sobered up… whichever came last.
Red was about to call back to his office to cancel the extra cars when the car in front of him exploded in a bright red-and-orange fireball. His heart leaped up into his throat. He slammed on his brakes. Red’s cruiser came to a sliding halt. Quickly placing his car in reverse, Red jammed his foot on the gas, and sped backward just as two more grenades flew through the black pall of smoke and struck the ground where he had been only a couple of seconds before. Exploding harmlessly, the grenades sent plumes of dirt and rock flying up into the air.
Red steered his car behind Farragut’s home, spun the wheel around, and then sped down the dirt track until his car’s tires touched the paved road. He parked his vehicle to block the only road in or out of Farragut’s farm, and jumped out of his car and took cover behind it. His heart was still jackhammering inside his chest. A veteran of the Gulf War, Red had seen action but never anything that close. Realizing that he could have been killed, Red reached for his Motorola and radioed back to his office, demanding that more police and the National Guard be dispatched to his location immediately. Peering over the hood of his car, Red looked back to the farm. A black cloud rose into the sky where his friend’s car was still burning. Shaking his head, Red wondered just who those men were and what was going on.

Phillip Farragut stood fixed to the ground, his mouth agape, as he watched the destroyed cruiser burn. There was a man in there, thought Farragut.
He looked at the men responsible for the murder of the police officer and yelled, “Why the hell did you do that?”
With a look of derision on his face, the closest guard walked over and smashed Farragut in the head with the butt of his rifle, knocking him out cold.
“Because I can, old man,” said the guard as he popped open his grenade launcher and loaded another round. He and his partner protected the only way in or out of the cavern. They would have to keep the authorities away until it was time to leave. Moving behind an armored SUV, the man adjusted the sights on his weapon and prepared himself for the inevitable police counterattack.

The sound of the police car exploding reverberated like a shockwave through the cavern. Everywhere heads turned and looked up as if they could somehow see through the rock dome above their heads.
Tara’s head turn ever so slightly.
Mitchell saw his opening and took it. He kicked out with his left foot, trying to hit Tara’s knee, crippling her; however, she was not any ordinary person. Years of training had left her with a sixth sense to perceive danger before it struck. She turned her leg slightly. Mitchell’s blow sailed past her knee, hitting nothing but air.
Tara spun on her heels and tried to bring her machine pistol around to fire.
Realizing that he had less than a second to react, Mitchell thrust his hands out and grabbed hold of the machine pistol in Tara’s hands. He clamped his hands over hers and squeezed as tight as he could. A loud burst of machine-gun fire tore through the air, striking a generator on the far side of the cavern, disabling it. The lights above Jackson and his son went out. When he saw the momentary look of surprise in her cold eyes, Mitchell launched his head forward, smashing his forehead down on Tara’s. The sound of both skulls hitting sounded like a pair of empty coconut shells smashing together loudly. Both staggered back and forth on wobbly feet from the blow, neither letting go of the machine pistol.

The guards covering Jackson, Atsuko, and Daniel heard the automatic weapons fire. They both made a move to bring up their weapons when the lights around them went out.
For a large man, Jackson was deceiving; incredibly fast on his feet, he could take down a man before he knew what was going on. He grabbed his car keys off the table and held them firm in his hand as he flew from his seat. He reached out and grabbed hold of the nearest guard. Without hesitating, he thrust a key as hard as he could into his neck. Like a fountain, blood erupted from the man’s mortal wound. Before the other guard could even react, Jackson let go of the dying guard, took hold of the man’s weapon, and fired a quick burst into the other guard’s chest, killing him. Spinning about, he grabbed Daniel by the collar of his shirt and pulled him to the ground. Atsuko was already diving for the ground when Jackson flipped over their table, intending to use it to shield Daniel and Atsuko from view. Dropping to one knee, Jackson took deliberate aim at one of the guards covering the North Koreans, dropping him with one well-aimed shot to the head. The sound of Jackson’s firefight echoed through the cavern.
Tara saw, out of the corner of her eye, one of Cypher’s men guarding the North Koreans drop. With a snarl on her lips, she let go of the machine pistol and swept a foot under Mitchell’s feet, sending him tumbling to the ground, knocking the wind from his lungs. Sharply turning on her heels, she sprinted back toward the derrick and Gabriel Cypher. She had to protect him. In her mind, her life meant nothing compared to his.

With everyone’s attention fixed on Jackson, Sam edged out from behind the generator, just as he cut down one of the men covering the Koreans. Quickly deciding that she should add to the mayhem, Sam brought down another guard before ducking back behind the generator.

As another guard fell, Colonel Hwan knew that it was time to act. He called out to his men to rush the remainder of the guards. Four men fell under the withering scythe of automatic gunfire before the desperate North Koreans could overwhelm the two remaining guards covering them. Ordering his men to arm themselves, Hwan and his men took cover where they could amongst the rocks and began to fire onto Cypher’s men huddled at the base of the stairs on the opposite side of the cave.

Mitchell took in a deep breath of air. His lungs felt like they were on fire. The crescendo of gunfire ricocheting off the cavern walls was all around him. He dashed for Jackson’s overturned table, dove over it, and rolled over on his shoulder. He saw Daniel and Atsuko lying on the ground with their hands over their heads.
“You didn’t say anything about having to break out from a cave,” said Jackson as he tossed Mitchell one of the dead guards’ carbines.
Mitchell checked that there was a round in the chamber. “No one said it was going to be easy.”
Jackson let off a quick burst, dropping a guard trying to make his way in the gloom toward Sam’s hiding spot.
“Okay, what’s the skinny?” asked Mitchell.
“You’re gonna love it. We’ve got a real Mexican standoff happening here. The North Koreans have taken up a position off to our left among the rocks while Cypher’s men are using the machinery at the bottom of the stairs for cover. And of course, there’s us in the middle with Sam a few meters away using a generator to hide behind.”
Mitchell popped his head up and took a quick look around. “Forget the Koreans. Our real enemy here is Cypher’s goons. They are keeping the stairs open so he can escape when the time comes.”
Bullets tore into the rock behind their position, showering Jackson and Mitchell with bits of rocky debris. Mitchell brought up his carbine into his shoulder and with a smirk on his face shot down Cypher’s blonde-haired thug as he tried to sneak up on their makeshift potion.
Jackson placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Keep your head down. We’ll soon be out of here.”
“If you say so, Dad,” replied Daniel, wishing that he was anywhere else in the world but the cavern.
Crawling over to the body of the guard Jackson had killed with his keys, he first rummaged around under the man’s jacket until he found a fresh magazine. Jackson then reached over and pulled his keys out of the bloody wound. He wiped the blood-soaked keys on his pants before moving over by his son. He pressed a small button on the side of a remote starter. A skeleton key sprung out. While Mitchell kept the guards engaged, Jackson worked to open the handcuffs on Daniel’s wrists. After less than five seconds’ work, the handcuffs slipped free. After ordering his son to keep down, Jackson popped up beside Mitchell and let loose a burst into the general area of the stairs where the guards were holed up. If he didn’t hit anyone, he reasoned that he could keep their heads down for a while until Mitchell figured a way out.
With a bitter shake of his head, Mitchell could see that the fight was too one-sided. There were at least twice as many of Cypher’s men as there were North Koreans. The sounds of battle were deafening inside the cavern, as men sought to kill one another in order to survive, even if it were for only a few more minutes of precious life. The rate of fire from the Koreans’ position was beginning to slacken as more men fell under the withering fire of the guards. Mitchell knew that it wouldn’t be long before the guards gained the upper hand completely. He had to find a way to even the odds. He glanced around. A plan sprung to life in Mitchell’s mind like a light switch being turned on.
“Cover me,” said Mitchell to Jackson as he darted from behind their cover, weaving from side to side, dodging gunfire as he quickly made his way over to a worktable covered in tools.
Coming to a sliding halt underneath the table, Mitchell got up on one knee and quickly took stock of what was on the table. When he saw nothing but tools and little else of value to make an expedient bomb, Mitchell swore under his breath. He turned around and pushed several empty crates aside as he desperately looked for something to use. He was growing worried when he saw the answer to his prayers. Sitting on a trolley was a half-full bag of ANFO.
Used in mining, Mitchell surmised that the North Koreans who built the derrick must have used it in small quantities to clear away the stalactites from around the area where they were working. He reached back up onto the table and grabbed everything he could and then jammed it deep inside the bag of ANFO.
He pulled open a sealed wooden crate lying on the ground beside the trolley and found blasting caps and det-cord. He quickly cut a small piece of det-cord, jammed it into the blasting cap and then placed the cap inside the expedient bomb. Not being a smoker, Mitchell never carried a lighter on him. He crawled back to the table and rummaged around until he found a pack of matches. Thank God, the Koreans were heavy smokers, flashed through Mitchell’s mind as he crawled back over to his homemade bomb. Moving the trolley as quietly as he could through the shadows until he could see a group of guards firing away at the Koreans, Mitchell got down on one knee, lit the fuse, and then pushed the trolley as hard as he could toward his target.
He threw himself to the ground. Mitchell started to count back from ten in his mind. He only got as far as four when his bomb detonated in an ear-shattering explosion. Jagged pieces of metal and tools flew through the air. The four closest thugs to the blast were cut down in the blink of an eye, torn to bloody shreds by the flying debris. Several more men farther back received shrapnel wounds to their upper bodies; none regrettably were wounded enough to quit fighting.
Mitchell saw that his bomb had evened things out a bit. He scurried back on all fours and quickly disappeared from view, hidden in the shadows. He made his way back to Jackson and saw that his friend was running low on ammunition. No one, the guards included, had expected a long firefight.
“We can’t keep this up much longer,” said Jackson, conserving his ammo.
“I know,” observed Mitchell.
Mitchell placed a hand on Atsuko’s shoulder. “What is Cypher doing? Why hasn’t he tried to make a run for it while he still can?”
Atsuko looked up into Mitchell’s blue-gray eyes. She took a breath to calm her racing heart. “He’s programming the detonation sequence into the bomb. Normally, this takes several minutes to accomplish.”
“Then we still have time.”
“Time to do what?” said Jackson.
“To stop him from setting off that bomb and killing thousands of innocent people,” said Mitchell firmly.
“Just how the hell are you going to get to him? You’d never make it across the open ground before being cut down.”
“Sam got in here, there has to be a way around. You stay with Daniel and Atsuko. I’ll be back before you know it.”
Before Jackson could open his mouth, Mitchell was on the move, sprinting over to where Sam was hiding.
“Damn fool’s gonna get himself killed,” muttered Jackson to himself. He was about to tell Atsuko to crawl back a bit and take cover behind a large boulder when she reached over, grabbed the discarded handcuffs off the ground, and then like a sprinter she ran after Mitchell.
“Well, if no one else will, you’re going to listen to me,” said Jackson as he took hold of Daniel by the arm and pulled him back behind a tall boulder. He peered into the dark and watched powerlessly as Mitchell, closely followed by Atsuko, made their way over to Sam. He wanted to help his friends; however, today his responsibility was to his son. Jackson ejected the magazine from his carbine, and looked down. He had less than ten rounds left. He placed his weapon on repetition. He knew that from now on every shot had to count until he could find another source of ammunition — before they were overrun and killed.
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The farm
Sheriff “Red” Thomas was relieved to see a small column of police cars speeding toward him, when a shadow, like that of a giant bird of prey, flew right over top of him. He glanced up and saw a large, dark gray helicopter dive down out of the sky, heading straight for Farragut’s farmhouse. Red stared up at the helicopter. He didn’t recognize it as any military or police helicopter that he was used to seeing. For a few seconds, it hovered over the house, before effortlessly banking over and then flying straight for his parked cruiser.
His blood turned cold — it was coming for him.
He turned and threw himself into a ditch beside the road. Red had just covered his head with his hands when the world around him exploded.
Fifty-caliber bullets fired by a door gunner tore into the police cruiser, poking holes in it like Swiss cheese. In seconds, the car was a smoldering wreck. Shards of glass and jagged pieces of metal littered the ground.
Red swore as the chopper turned in the air and then flew down the road straight at the police cars. Scrambling up onto his feet, Red tried to find his Motorola. He found it lying among the debris. He snatched it up off the ground and brought it to his lips just as the chopper opened fire. With a look of horror and disgust on his face, he watched as the helicopter flew right over the top of the cruisers blasting away into the roofs of the cars. Cars exploded or swerved off the road as they were mercilessly fired upon. Pirouetting in the air, the helicopter turned about and began another run over the doomed cars. He gritted his teeth. Red knew that it would be a miracle if anyone survived the deadly onslaught. Reaching for his pistol, he felt numb. If he was going to die, he intended to do so on his feet.
From out of nowhere, another helicopter appeared, flying low over the top of Farragut’s farm. Red saw that it was an all-white twin Huey helicopter with its side doors open. His gut told him that it wasn’t with the other helicopter. He let out a loud whoop of joy and watched in rapt fascination as the Huey raced head-on toward the other helicopter. Like a pair of armor-clad knights at a medieval tournament, the two helicopters charged unflinchingly at each other.

Strapped into his seat, with his Barrett sniper rifle suspended from the roof of the helicopter, Cardinal pulled the rifle in tight to his left shoulder and took aim. He knew that he would have less than a second to engage his target as it flew past. They may have broken his right-hand trigger finger, but he was ambidextrous. Right or left, it didn’t matter to Cardinal, he was deadly on either side.
“Get ready,” said Yuri into Cardinal’s headset as he banked their helicopter over slightly.
The chopper dipped slightly to avoid the other helicopter. Cardinal adjusted his aim, took up the slack on his trigger, and held his breath. Barely a second later, the dark gray helicopter seemed to block out the sky as it flew past, the propeller blades from both helicopters missing the other by mere meters.
Cardinal spotted his target, pulled back on the trigger, and felt the force of the recoil in his left shoulder as an armor-piercing bullet shot out of the barrel of his sniper rifle. It hit the door gunner square in the chest, tearing him in two. The bullet kept going, hitting the gunner on the other side of the helicopter in the back, sending him flying out into the air, his dead body tumbling down to the ground.
“Got them,” reported Cardinal calmly over his headset.
“Good, now let’s go hunting,” replied Yuri, banking his helicopter over hard right. The chopper’s blades missed the ground by millimeters.
A few seconds later, he was behind the other helicopter as it dove for the ground, trying to evade them. His Huey may have been more maneuverable in the air, but the other helicopter had a far more powerful engine. If he was going to bring their opponent down, it had to be now. Banking left slightly, Yuri applied more power to the engine.
“Gordon, I’m going to try and come up on their left side. You need to cripple their engine,” said Yuri.
Cardinal didn’t respond. Moving about on his canvas seat, he leaned out the open door, trying to get a better sight picture though his sniper scope.
The other pilot seemed to sense the move and pulled up on his stick. Like an eagle, the helicopter turned and raced up into azure sky.
Cursing, Yuri followed.
Below, Red watched with rapt fascination as the deadly aerial ballet unfolded above his head.
As if lost in a trance, Cardinal didn’t feel the change in the direction of the Huey as it clawed its way skyward. Taking a couple of deep breaths to fill his lungs and calm himself before taking the shot, Cardinal’s attention was solely focused on the engine compartment of the other helicopter.
Realizing that he was being hunted, the escaping helicopter pilot decided that he had had enough. He peered over his shoulder and saw the Huey still pursuing. The pilot decided to dive for the ground and then use his helicopter’s speed to escape. With any other flight crew, his maneuver may have worked, but not against Yuri and Cardinal.
Seeing his opponent begin to dive out of the sky, Yuri pushed his stick forward and, like a bloodhound on the trail of an escaping criminal, he chased after the other helicopter. A second later, a smile crept across his unshaven face. The other helicopter may have been faster, but he was now flying slightly above it as it dove for the ground.
Cardinal leaned as far out of his out of his seat as he could, took dead aim and then pulled the trigger. In the blink of an eye, the engine compartment on the other helicopter exploded, killing the engine. Sitting back in his seat, Cardinal watched emotionlessly as their opponent struggled for a moment to stay aloft before falling from the sky. A few seconds later, trailing thick black smoke from its crippled engine, the doomed helicopter hit the ground, erupting in a brilliant fireball.
“Good shot,” said Yuri. “Now let’s see if we can see Mitchell and Jackson by that farm.”
“Sounds good,” replied Cardinal. He leaned forward in his seat, trying to see if he could spot his friends somewhere down below among the cars and other junk parked behind the farmhouse, when he saw a bright flash from below. His stomach jumped up into his throat when he realized that someone had just fired an air-to-ground missile at them.
“Bank left and dive for the ground,” screamed Cardinal into his headset.
Yuri knew better than to ask questions. Acting on pure instinct, he banked the Huey over and dove for the ground.
Hanging on to whatever he could, Cardinal watched as the missile streaked past the side of the helicopter.
“Jesus, that was close,” muttered Cardinal. “Yuri, get me on the ground, I’ve got some people to hunt.”
Like a stone falling from the sky, Yuri brought the helicopter to the ground. In a flash, Cardinal was out of his seat, his sniper rifle held tight in his arms. His right hand was bandaged up and still hurt like hell. Ignoring the pain, he dashed over to a tall bush, went to ground, and then brought up his scope. He moved slowly, trying to see where the missile had come from. Behind him, Yuri, flying a meter off the ground, made his way over the burning police cars to see if he could help.
“Come on, show yourself,” said Cardinal to himself as he watched the ground behind the farm. Unlike his opponents, Cardinal was used to waiting. They would show themselves… they always did and when they did, he intended to make them pay for what had happened to the helpless local police.
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The bomb
Mitchell ducked behind the generator Sam was using for cover just as a burst of automatic gunfire struck the machine. Sparks flew as the rounds easily punctured the outer shell of the generator. A second later, it coughed and spluttered loudly before shutting down. More lights in the middle of the cavern switched off, plunging the area into darkness.
“What took you so long?” Sam asked Mitchell.
“I had to take care of some goons first.”
Sliding to a halt, Atsuko joined Mitchell and Sam.
“What the hell are you doing here?” said Mitchell angrily to Atsuko.
“Do you know how to disarm the bomb, Mister Mitchell?” replied Atsuko.
“No.”
“Well, I do. I helped with some of the upgrades to the device while I was in Mongolia.”
“Do we still have time?” asked Sam
Atsuko nodded. “If we hurry I think we can stop it.”
“Can you get us to the bomb without being seen?” Mitchell asked Sam.
“Not a problem. There’s a narrow tunnel back around the rocky area the North Koreans are fighting from. It comes out a few meters shy of the derrick.”
“Okay then, lead on,” said Mitchell.
Turning on her heels, Sam pointed into the dark.
“As for you, Miss Satomi,” said Mitchell, “stay behind me and no heroics. Understand?”
Atsuko nodded.
With Sam in the lead, they made their way as best they could through the narrow and winding tunnel; all the while aware that time was slipping away.
A couple of minutes passed before they finally emerged from the passageway. Just as Sam had described, the rig was barely ten meters away. From where he was, Mitchell could see Cypher still furiously typing away on his laptop, seemingly oblivious to the gun battle still raging around him. Finally, finishing what he was doing, Cypher removed the memory stick, placed it in a pocket, and closed his laptop. Mitchell had to give it to him — Cypher was one cool customer.
“Now what?” asked Sam quietly, over her shoulder.
“We need that memory stick,” replied Atsuko.
Mitchell brought his carbine up to his shoulder and took aim at Cypher’s head. He was about to take up the slack on the trigger when Atsuko inexplicably stood up and deliberately walked in front of Mitchell, blocking his shot.
“Gabriel, are you going to leave without me?” said Atsuko as she stepped out of the shadows and slowly walked toward Cypher.
“Damn it,” snapped Mitchell, lowering his weapon.
“What are we going to do?” Sam asked.
“I don’t know. Whatever she’s up to, I hope she does it fast. We’re running out of time.”
Cypher smiled as Atsuko emerged from the dark. “Ah, my dear, Atsuko, I somehow knew you would be here at the end.”
Sensing something amiss, Tara drew a pistol from behind her back and moved over beside Cypher. Behind her, two of Cypher’s men took up positions to cover them both. Tara’s instincts told her that Atsuko couldn’t possibly be alone. There had to be others hiding somewhere in the shadows. Quickly glancing down at her watch, she realized that their helicopter should be landing behind Farragut’s farm in the next couple of minutes.
It was time to go.
She saw that a stalemate had fallen over the cavern. What was left of the Koreans were pinned behind their rocks, while Cypher’s surviving men still held the stairs and the only way out.
Atsuko stopped a meter shy of Cypher and looked into his cold blue eyes, trying to see if there was even a hint of emotion hidden behind them for her. With a weak smile on her face, she said, “Gabriel, after all we’ve been through, aren’t you the slightest bit happy to see me still alive?”
“To be honest, I am. I deeply regretted ordering your death.”
Atsuko held out her right hand and walked closer.
Tara placed her hand on Cypher’s shoulder. “Sir, forget her. We have to leave.”
For a moment, Cypher didn’t know how he felt about Atsuko. Slowly, he reached out for her hand.
Like a trap being sprung, Atsuko grabbed hold of Cypher’s hand as she snapped the handcuff closed on his wrist.
Horror filled Cypher’s face as he looked down at the cuffs on both of their wrists, binding them together.
“Together forever, my love,” said Atsuko, looking up into Cypher’s face.
“Get her off me,” shrieked Cypher.
Tara moved over beside Cypher and dug into her pocket for a spare key. She never found it.
With a loud snap that echoed through the dark, Mitchell brought her down with a shot to the head. “Good riddance,” he said to himself.
Throwing herself at Cypher, Atsuko knocked him off his feet; together they tumbled to the ground just as Cypher’s men opened fire.
Bullets snapped through the air just above Mitchell’s head. He took aim and dropped one of the guards. The other man had had enough. He tossed his rifle aside and ran for the stairs, only to be cut down by one of Hwan’s men.
Dashing out from their hiding spot, Mitchell and Sam raced over to Atsuko. They moved behind a trolley filled with rocks. Sam took cover to guard Mitchell and Atsuko while they dealt with Cypher.
Atsuko reached inside Cypher’s jacket and retrieved the memory stick. With a smile on her face, she stood up, pulling Cypher with her. Moving over by the closed laptop, she placed the memory stick in the computer, opened it, and then waited for the computer to ask for the password.
The fight spluttered out. Only the odd single shot rang out as both sides, unsure of what to do next, waited.
“You cannot stop what is about to happen. There isn’t enough time left,” said Cypher to Atsuko.
“I can try,” said Atsuko as she typed in her password. The computer rejected it. She tried again, but the computer wouldn’t let her in. He had changed his password after she had escaped from Matua Island.
Mitchell jammed the barrel of his carbine into Cypher’s skull. “The password… give it to her.”
With a look of pure hate in his eyes, Cypher glared over at Mitchell.
“Do it!” snapped Mitchell.
“Dragon’s breath, all one word,” mumbled Cypher.
Hurriedly typing the password in, a second later, a countdown clock filled the screen. They had less than three minutes until the bomb went off.
Mitchell knew that even if they made a run for it they wouldn’t make it far enough away from the blast site. Atsuko had to stop the detonation. All their lives were in her hands.
“Can you stop it?” asked Mitchell.
“No, it’s too late for that. All I can do is try and lessen its destructive power by focusing its energy below us. I’d get out of here if I were you,” replied Atsuko as she typed away on the laptop, trying to reprogram the tectonic device two hundred meters below their feet.
Mitchell looked over to where the North Koreans were taking cover. “Colonel, are you still with us?” called out Mitchell.
“I am,” replied Hwan.
“Good. Make your way over by the derrick and be fast about it. We don’t have much time left.”
Less than a minute later, Hwan, his head bandaged in a bloodstained shirt, stood in front of Mitchell. When he saw Cypher standing beside Atsuko with a dejected look on his face, Hwan grinned. “What do you want?”
“In about ninety seconds the bomb is going to go off. There’s no way to stop it. If you and your men don’t get to the surface by then, you’re going to die down here.”
“Why should I trust you?”
“Colonel, do whatever you want. Stay and die down here if you wish. I have to stay to protect Atsuko, but you don’t have to die needlessly.”
Hwan quickly made up his mind. “Goodbye, Mister Mitchell,” said Hwan, offering his hand.
Mitchell shook it. “Colonel, you’re wasting time. You still have to force Cypher’s goons away from the stairs.”
With a sharp nod at Mitchell, Hwan hurriedly barked out orders to his men. Spreading out, they began to advance, one covering the other as they fought their way to the stairs. The second they saw Hwan’s dirty, blood-covered men coming at them like creatures from the pits of hell, yelling and cursing them in Korean, some of Cypher’s men dropped their weapons and bolted for the stairs. With a cheer, Hwan’s men rushed the stairs, killing anyone who still stood in their way.

From his hiding spot, Jackson saw what was going on. “Time to go,” he said calmly to Daniel. With his son close behind him, Jackson made his way through the shadows. The instant he could, he was going to make a run for it.
“What about Mister Mitchell?” asked Daniel.
“He knows what he’s doing; he’ll join us as soon as he can.” Jackson looked back at the derrick and saw Sam and Mitchell. His heart felt heavy. Something in the back of his mind told him that they were in grave danger. In that instant, he knew he might never see them again. He grabbed his son’s hand and began racing up the stairs to freedom.

Mitchell smiled when he spied Jackson and Daniel starting to make their way up the stairs. At least they would make it. Mitchell saw Sam stand up. With her carbine cradled in her arms, she smiled and walked over to him.
“Now you, Sam. It’s time for you to go,” said Mitchell.
“I’m okay,” Sam replied. “I’ll stick it out with you. Besides, I figure we have about ten seconds before the bomb goes off. I’m a fast runner, just not that fast.”
Mitchell smiled. His friends were one of a kind. Each one would gladly lay down their lives to save another.
“Done,” said Atsuko.
Mitchell saw the clock strike zero.
He held his breath, expecting a massive explosion. Instead, nothing happened right away. After a few seconds, he felt the ground under his feet begin to slowly vibrate, picking up intensity with each passing second. Five seconds later, the floor of the cavern unexpectedly heaved upward, sending Mitchell and Sam tumbling off their feet. The sound of rock splitting apart filled the cavern. Stalactites broke free from the roof of the cavern and hurtled to the floor of the cave like deadly darts, smashing to pieces as they hit the ground. Above the horrid din, Mitchell could hear Cypher pleading for his life. Mitchell scrambled under a table with Sam. He watched as the stairs leading out of the cavern broke free from the wall and tumbled down to the ground in a jagged metal heap. Behind them, the sound of metal straining under the stress of being forced every which way caught their attention. Both Sam and Mitchell saw the derrick begin to shake itself apart. Crumbling from the top down, the rig collapsed in on itself. A scared voice cried out in pain.
Slowly, the vibrations became less violent and then stopped completely. An eerie silence filled the cavern.
Blinding, choking dust filled the air.
Mitchell wiped the dust from his eyes. He crawled out from underneath the table. The cavern was in ruin. Everything manmade had been destroyed during the tremor. The only light now filtered down from above though the swirling dust clouds.
“Jesus, we’re lucky to be alive,” said Sam as she stood up beside Mitchell.
Mitchell chuckled. Sam was covered from head to toe in dust.
“Before you say anything, you don’t look any better,” said Sam, wiping the dust from her face.
A pained moan escaped from under the wreckage.
Mitchell saw Atsuko a few meters away, sitting under some of the wreckage, looking about calmly, as if the terrible catastrophe had never happened.
“Atsuko, give me your hand,” said Mitchell, reaching out for her.
“It’s all right, Mister Mitchell, I’m not the one who’s really hurt,” replied Atsuko peacefully.
Lying beside Atsuko was Cypher, with a jagged piece of metal protruding out of his stomach. Bright red blood frothed from his lips.
“He’s dying,” said Atsuko, her voice full of loneliness and sadness.
Mitchell shook his head. After all she had been through, when faced with her own mortality, Atsuko still cared for Cypher deep down in her heart. He was about to climb over the jagged remains of the derrick to try to reach her when he heard a new, unsettling noise. A first it sounded like a train racing down the tracks. Growing louder by the second, Mitchell could feel the ground shaking under his feet. Fearing an aftershock, Mitchell bent his knees and held his breath, expecting the worst.
Like Old Faithful in Yellowstone Park, water burst out of the crevice, flying high up into the air before coming back down. In seconds, the floor of the cavern began to flood with cold water. The bomb had shattered the rock beneath their feet, unleashing an ancient underground river.
“Atsuko, please, give me your hand,” yelled Mitchell over the sound of the rushing torrent of water.
With a sad smile on her face, she shook her head, reached over, and wrapped her arms around Cypher. Pulling him close to her, she closed her eyes.
“Atsuko, don’t throw your life away,” implored Mitchell. “Think of your father.”
A hand reached out and grabbed Mitchell’s shoulder. “She’s not coming,” said Sam firmly. “We have to save ourselves.”
“Damn it,” muttered Mitchell as he turned about and quickly climbed off the ruined derrick. Already, the water was up to his calves. At the rate the water was rushing in, it wouldn’t take long for the cavern to fill with water.
Sam looked over at the demolished stairs and swore. Looking back over her shoulder, a grin crept across her face. She picked up a flashlight from the ground and checked that it still worked. “Dump anything you don’t need and follow me.”
Mitchell bolted after Sam as he led him deeper into the darkened cavern. “Do you know where you are going?”
“This is the way I got in here,” said Sam over her shoulder. “Drown while trying to escape or drown back there. I’ll take my chances trying to get away.”
With water up to his knees, Mitchell prayed that Sam knew where she was going. In the narrow tunnel, they had at best five minutes before it would be over their heads.
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The farm
As the last tremor died away, Jackson warily got back up onto his feet and looked around. The ground was littered with dead and dying men. Daniel sat on the grass, nursing a sprained ankle. Most of the old, dilapidated structures on Farragut’s farm had collapsed during the violent earthquake.
Hwan’s men, along with the handful of surviving guards, had emerged from the cavern and immediately surrendered to Cardinal, the first man they saw with a weapon in his hands. Most of them were in desperate need of medical attention. Hwan decided that surrendering to the American authorities was a small price to pay to keep his men alive.
Jackson looked down into the darkened cavern. He let out a mournful cry when he saw that the stairs had collapsed during the earthquake. With no way out, Mitchell and Sam were trapped down below with little hope of rescue, if they were even still alive.
Behind Jackson, Cardinal finished his call and then placed his cellphone in a shirt pocket. As he predicted, the two men guarding the tunnel had grown impatient, wondering where Cardinal was and had foolishly gone in search of him. Both died seconds apart. He walked over beside Jackson and looked around. “Where’s Sam?”
Jackson sadly shook his head.
Below, the cavern began to flood. If they had a slim chance before, now they had none. Help would never arrive in time.
“We have to do something,” said Cardinal desperately. “We can get some rope and climb down.”

Jackson placed a hand on Cardinal’s shoulder. “If I thought it would do any good, I’d be the first one down there. You know that.”
Cardinal stared down into the cavern. His heart felt as if it had just been ripped from his chest. He couldn’t believe that she was gone. She was too tough to simply roll over and die. Staring down into the abyss, Cardinal watched as the water rose higher and higher, flooding the cavern. After about ten minutes, he stopped, unable to watch anymore. He turned around and sat on the ground, devastated.
The sound of helicopter rotor blades filled the air.
Jackson watched as three army helicopters filled with soldiers landed in the open ground beside Farragut’s home. As soon as their skids hit the ground, the soldiers jumped from their helicopters and rushed over, forming a cordon around Hwan’s men. A couple of medics quickly got to work, trying to save as many of the men as they could.
“Is one of you Captain Mitchell?” called out a young-looking army major.
“No, he’s still trapped below,” replied Jackson, his voice bitter and angry.
“I’m sorry,” replied the major. “Who are you?”
“I’m Nathaniel Jackson, and this is Gordon Cardinal,” he said, introducing his shattered friend.
“Mister Jackson, I’m not one hundred percent sure what is going on. I was dispatched here with orders to prevent a bomb from going off. I take it that I’ve arrived too late.”
“Yeah, you’re too late.”
“Is there anything we can do?”
“No,” said Jackson, shaking his head.
“Oh, I don’t know, I could sure use a steak, some fries, and an ice-cold beer right about now,” said Mitchell as he walked through the cordon of soldiers.
Jackson’s mouth dropped open. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Standing there, looking like a drowned rat was Ryan Mitchell.
“I second the beer,” said Sam, looking as wet and filthy as Mitchell.
Cardinal dashed over and swept Sam up in his arms. Holding her close to his chest, he hugged her for all he was worth.
“Gordon, you’re smothering me,” said Sam, trying to wriggle her way free from his crushing embrace.
“Sorry,” said Cardinal, letting go of her.
“What happened? I thought you were both dead,” stammered Jackson.
“It’s a bit of a long story. Suffice to say the bomb must have shattered the rock deep below the surface, allowing an underground river to rise up into the cavern. Since the stairs were longer an option, Sam decided to take me on a tour of the tunnels leading away from the cavern. Thankfully there’s one that comes out over by that clump of trees,” explained Mitchell, pointing back over his shoulder.
“Miss Atsuko?”
Mitchell’s jaw tightened. He shook his head.
Jackson patted his friend on the back, knowing that the conversation was over.
“Are you Ryan Mitchell?” asked the major.
“Yes, I am, and I would like my steak done medium rare.”
The major didn’t know what to say. He was about to give orders to his sergeant when an old man looking like he had just woken up from an all-night bender sat up, rubbed the goose egg on the side of his head, and then slowly stood up. Looking about, he shook his head and walked over to the major, looking him straight in the eye.
“Yes?” said the major.
“I bet you’re from the government. I hope you’ve got a pretty big checkbook to pay for all this mess.”

Hours later, after being questioned by the police and agents from Homeland Security, Mitchell and his people were allowed to go on their way, knowing that it wasn’t over by a long shot. They all knew that they would be interviewed for days when they got back home. After helping ferry Sheriff “Red” Thomas and the wounded police to the nearest hospital, Yuri, seeing that he was no longer needed, faded out of sight and then disappeared completely. Mitchell told Cardinal and Sam to take a couple of days off before reporting in at work. Mitchell then asked Red for a lift to the airport.
Accompanied by Jackson, Mitchell sat in the passenger seat of the police cruiser, quietly lost in thought. He wasn’t sure what he was going to say. He decided to leave out her decision to stay and die with Cypher. Mitchell prepared himself to pass on the awful news.
At the airport, Taro Satomi took the news of Atsuko’s death with considerable poise. With a granite-like expression on his face, his only question was how she died. Mitchell looked into his sad eyes and told him that she died saving the lives of thousands of innocent people. Satisfied with the answer, Taro Satomi simply bowed his head slightly, thanked Mitchell, turned about, and then boarded his airplane for the long, sad flight home without his only child.
Mitchell walked outside of the hangar and took a deep breath of cool night air. He closed his eyes for a moment and thought back over the events of the past couple of weeks, wondering why so many people had to die, and for what. Nothing had been gained. Lives had been shattered, and the world would never know the truth of what had happened. He felt tired and old.
With a pat on Mitchell’s back, Jackson said, “Don’t beat yourself up. Miss Satomi was as guilty as Cypher. If she had survived, she probably would have spent the rest of her life in jail. She knew what she was doing when she chose to stay with Cypher.”
“I know,” replied Mitchell wearily. “It just seems so pointless.”
“You can’t save everyone.”
Mitchell nodded; Jackson was right.
With a loud gurgle from his stomach, Jackson grinned. “Still want that steak?”
“I sure do. You buying?”
“Hell, no,” said Jackson, producing a gold-colored credit card. “Tonight’s on the general.”
“Well, if he’s buying, I believe more than one beer is in order.”
Jackson asked Red where the best steakhouse was in town. As they pulled away from the airport, neither man saw Taro Satomi’s plane take off into the night sky.
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Jen leaned over and gave Mitchell a quick kiss on the lips. Lingering for a moment, Jen slowly pulled back and smiled “I’ll be to be back in a couple of hours to pick you up. Don’t go volunteering for anything new without my permission. Got it?”
Mitchell nodded and reluctantly climbed out of the jeep and made his way inside. Jen waited until she couldn’t see Mitchell anymore before driving away.
After clearing security, Mitchell headed straight for the conference room. When he arrived, he found Jackson, Cardinal, and Sam already seated around the table. With a wink, Jackson handed Mitchell a cup of coffee from the cafeteria.
Thanking Jackson, he took his seat. A few seconds later, Mike Donaldson and Fahimah walked into the room. With a wide smile upon his face, Mitchell stood up and shook Fahimah’s hand. “How are you doing?”
“Fine, as long as I don’t overdo it,” replied Fahimah as she took a chair near the front of the room.
“Well, it’s sure good to see you up on your feet,” added Jackson.
“It’s good to be back at work. My parents were driving me crazy.”
“At least someone knows when to turn up to work,” said O’Reilly as he walked into the room, his gaze fixed on Mitchell.
Raising his hands in mock surrender, Mitchell said, “Don’t blame me. Jen drives the speed limit. We’d have been here a lot sooner if I had driven.”
“I’ll tell Jen you think she’s a poor driver the next time I see her,” said O’Reilly.
“Don’t you dare, sir. I’m already in the doghouse for not calling enough during the last assignment.”
At the far end of the room, a picture of General Pak waving to a crowd of adoring schoolchildren filled the screen.
“Behold the new great leader of North Korea,” said Donaldson. “This is his first official photograph, taken during a visit to a school in Pyongyang.”
“The king is dead, long live the king,” said Mitchell sarcastically.
“Aside from the president, a small number of people in the State Department, and of course all of the people in this room, absolutely no one in the world is aware that Pak was the man behind the recent spate of events,” explained O’Reilly.
“What about Colonel Hwan and his men and the other bombs?” asked Jackson.
“Hwan and his men were given the option of returning to North Korea knowing they had failed miserably, or remaining here in the United States,” explained Donaldson. “To a man, all of the North Korean agents chose to stay. The State Department then quietly circulated a rumor that a number of North Koreans were killed during a failed attempt to cross the border. Their bodies were burnt beyond recognition when the truck they were being smuggled in rolled over and caught fire, thereby saving their families from retribution.”
“Clever,” observed Mitchell.
“My sources tell me that Colonel Hwan is a gold mine of information and is singing like a canary.”
O’Reilly chuckled. “A new identity and a couple of million dollars is a great incentive to cooperate.”
“I’ll take some of that,” said Cardinal, earning him a punch on the arm from Sam.
“What about the incident at the farm? Surely they can’t gloss over that?” said Mitchell.
“You underestimate the creativity of the current administration,” said O’Reilly. “The attack on the police was retribution for the recent arrest of a Mexican drug lord on our side of the border.”
“The earthquake?” said Jackson.
“Precisely — it was a minor tremor that destroyed the farm and flooded the cavern.”
“Mister Farragut, what about him?” Sam asked.
“Two days ago Taro Satomi purchased the land from Farragut and moved him into a trailer park,” said Fahimah. “From what I have been able to discern, for now, Mister Satomi intends to do nothing with the land. I suspect that when things quiet down, he will build a garden there.”
“Surely that old coot won’t be able to keep his mouth shut,” said Sam.
“He’s an alcoholic with a flair for embellishing stories. No one is going to believe him if he starts talking about what really happened,” said Donaldson.
“How is Cypher’s death being portrayed in the media?” asked Mitchell.
An obituary flashed up on the screen. Quickly reading it, Mitchell shook his head. “Are they serious?”
“Yes, they are,” said Donaldson. “Gabriel Cypher and Atsuko Satomi are presumed lost at sea when the yacht they were travelling in failed to arrive in Sydney, Australia. A massive air-and-sea rescue operation turned up nothing other than a couple of life jackets and some debris from the ship. Both families have asked for some privacy during this trying time.”
“Good lord, they’ve thought of everything except for us. What is to stop us from speaking to the press?”
“Let’s see, now: your contracts with me and the fact that the State Department promised to send us some work next year worth several million dollars,” said O’Reilly bluntly.
“Well, that’s good enough for me,” said Jackson. “I like getting a steady paycheck.”
“You haven’t said if they found the three other devices,” said Mitchell.
“Within hours, they found them all. Most were still sitting in the back of the trucks used to transport them,” said O’Reilly.
“So this is over,” said Mitchell.
O’Reilly nodded. “Taro Satomi closed his account with us yesterday. You will all be receiving a small bonus with your end-month pay.”
“I like the sound of that,” said Jackson. “I think it’s time my family and I took a trip to Disneyland.”
“Does anyone have any further questions?” asked O’Reilly, looking into the eyes of Mitchell’s team. When no one said a word, he stood up and said the meeting was adjourned. With that, O’Reilly, Donaldson, and Fahimah left.
Chatting loudly, Sam and Cardinal left the room, trying to decide how to spend their bonus, while Jackson and Mitchell quietly sat at the table.
“Why is it that after these post-mission debriefs I always feel like I need a shower?” mused Mitchell.
“Because you let it get to you. That’s why,” said Jackson. “I warned you years ago about having a conscience.”
“After so many deaths, no one is being held accountable. It just doesn’t seem right.”
Jackson stood and placed his hand on his friend's shoulder. “Ryan, you’re alive. Your teammates are all alive. That’s all that matters at the end of the day. We’re family. We have to look after one another. You sure as hell know no one else is going to. You have a job to do, and you do it well. Don’t let the world get to you. It’ll eat you alive if you let it.”
Mitchell took in a deep breath and then wearily nodded.
“Come on, it’s still early. Let’s head up to the cafeteria and get us a couple sticky buns each before heading to the gym for a couple of hours to blow off some steam before our ladies return to pick us up.”
“You buying?”
“Sure. Why not? You can pick up the tab for supper tonight.”
“How about we play for it?”
“First one to twenty-one wins?”
“You’re on. I hope you have a fat wallet,” joked Mitchell, knowing that before the game was finished, the gym floor was going to be covered in sweat and blood. Neither man was particularly gifted on the basketball court, but that never stopped them from playing like a pair of eighteen-year-olds.
Walking away from the table, Mitchell felt his spirits rise. Perhaps he couldn’t change the world, but with friends like Jackson at his side, he knew that he could always take it on and win.
###
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