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Аннотация
In 1969, the Soviet Union lands a probe on the Moon to gather a soil sample. However, before the probe's return vehicle returns to Earth, the mission is hastily shut down and the return vehicle is programmed to burn up in Earth's atmosphere.

In the present, Ryan Mitchell and his team of former special operations soldiers are hired to find the missing probe, which is believed to have come down on a barren, ice-covered island in the South Atlantic. However, someone else wants what is hidden away deep inside the return vehicle and will stop at nothing to get their hands on it. From the South Atlantic, to Russia, to Venezuela to a secret installation in the mountains of Albania, the race to discover the truth is on.

This time, however, the fate of billions hangs in the balance.


Richard Turner
Hellfire
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North America
Approximately 12,000 BC
An unnatural silence gripped the wide valley floor. It was yet another sign that something terrible had befallen the land.
Gray Wolf raised his hand and warily pulled down the tree branch blocking his sight. He silently looked out from the thick pine forest; his dark-brown eyes studied the snow-covered ground. He saw nothing dangerous, but his instincts told him to be cautious. He brought a long, sharpened, stone-tipped spear up to his chest and clenched it tight in his callused hands. His scraggly black hair hung down onto the dirt-encrusted fur clothing he wore to keep his body warm. In his twenty-sixth summer, Gray Wolf was the second-oldest person in his ever-diminishing clan.
Gray Wolf glanced up and saw the sun hanging high above his head. He shook his head. Spring had come late this year. The snow had only just begun to melt under his feet, and the nights were still bitterly cold.
It had been three full moons since the night sky was brilliantly lit up with hundreds of shooting stars that streaked and danced across the top of the world. The clan�s shaman, a toothless and crippled old man, joyfully said that it was a good omen. He told everyone around the fire that night that the spirits of their ancestors had flown across the night to bless them with a good hunt this year.
He was wrong.
Almost right away, the large animals the clan had been tracking from the north began to die. At first, they found only one or two dead animals lying in the open. To Gray Wolf, it was as the Gods had always wanted; those that died were the sick, old, or very young. However, as the days slipped by, things began to change for the worse when the tribe came upon whole herds of animals lying dead, scattered about the frozen countryside. What troubled Gray Wolf was the fact that scavengers like the wolf, coyote or fox had all but vanished. Normally, they would have been tearing at the carcasses of the dead, but there were none to be seen.
They seemed to be avoiding the dead.
Even the crows were keeping clear of the dead, and this was a bad omen as far as Gray Wolf was concerned. Why had the Gods told the scavengers to avoid the bodies of the other animals? Was it not their place in life to feed upon the remains of their larger cousins? pondered Gray Wolf.
With his spear held tight, he crept cautiously out of the cover of the woods. His moccasin-covered feet barely made a sound on the ground as he made his way towards a rocky rise overlooking a large, partially frozen lake. Gray Wolf moved swiftly and silently. When he was near the top of the hill, he dropped down behind a tall boulder, using it for cover. He quickly glanced over his shoulder at his son, Setting Sun, and whispered at him to keep low. They didn�t want to be seen, especially if there were any animals resting near the lake.
Setting Sun was a tall boy for his age of nine summers. The fact that so many of the clan�s other hunters had left in search of food had forced Gray Wolf to bring his only son along with him today.
Gray Wolf lifted his head slightly and smelled the cool breeze coming off the lake. The smell of death hung heavy in the air.
He knew something awful had happened. On all fours, Gray Wolf crawled from behind cover until he could see out over the long lake. What he saw broke his heart: lying all around the lake were whole herds of mammoths, caribou, and deer.
The shaman was wrong. Evil spirits must have come with the shooting stars to kill off their food.
�Father, why is everything dead?� asked Setting Sun.
�I do not know. Our shaman had predicted plenty, but we must have done something to anger the Gods,� replied Gray Wolf.
�Father, what are we going to do? We cannot go back without something to feed the women and children.�
Gray Wolf smiled. His son was barely old enough to come on the hunt, yet he was worried about the rest of the clan. He would do well as a man.
Gray Wolf knew there was no reason to remain hidden. He stood and looked down at the body of a large deer. His stomach grumbled loudly. He hadn�t eaten in days. None of them had. If he didn�t bring something back for his people to eat, his clan was going to starve to death long before they made it to the hills where they rested for the summer. With his spear held out in front of him, Gray Wolf walked down towards the dead animal. With each step, he expected the Gatherer of the Dead to suddenly appear out of the lake and take his spirit into the underworld for trespassing where he did not belong. The fear of never seeing his ancestors in the afterlife kept him alert and tense.
�Father, look!� shouted Setting Sun.
Gray Wolf turned his head and saw several bodies lying face down in the snow. They were clustered around the eviscerated remains of a caribou. His heart began to race as he walked slowly towards the bodies. When he was a few paces away, he called out to them.
No one replied.
Gray Wolf cautiously stepped closer. He saw that they were dressed as he was, in heavy furs, but he didn�t recognize any of their faces. They weren�t from his clan, or any other tribe that lived and hunted in the lands near his. With his spear, he gently prodded the body of a man. Gray Wolf saw that the man appeared to have died while eating some meat, the man�s last meal frozen in his blood-covered hands. He said a quick prayer to the Sun God to watch over the dead and stepped back. He never turned his back on the dead. Gray Wolf still feared that the Gatherer of the Dead was lurking nearby. One by one, Gray Wolf checked the other corpses. They all seemed to have died the same way.
A chill ran down his spine. Perhaps the Gods had killed them because they had disturbed the bodies of the dead, thought Gray Wolf.
He shook his head in frustration. He couldn�t understand why the Gods had cursed the land.
A sound from above suddenly caught his ear. Like a tiger, Gray Wolf crouched down and looked up into the sky. Right away, a smile crept across his face when he saw a flock of birds coming in to land on the still-frozen lake.
Perhaps their luck was about to change.
Gray Wolf slowly set his spear down beside his feet. Together with his son, he dug out his sling and slipped a small stone inside. They waited patiently until the geese landed nearby. With his heart racing, Gray Wolf quickly stood up, swung his sling over his head, and with a practiced eye, aimed for the biggest bird he could see.
His aim was true.
Before the other birds could react, Setting Sun brought down another bird.
Three hours later, they returned to their clan�s camp nestled deep inside the thick woods. In each hand were three birds. Met by Young Spirit, his wife, Gray Wolf helped her pass around the plentiful food to the other members of the tribe. There had been thirty-two people in the White Bear clan when they began their annual migration south following the herds. Now there were only nineteen. Some had died of old age, others of malnutrition, while still others had left to find better hunting grounds.
That night the food was hungrily devoured. Gray Wolf noticed that people laughed and joked with one another, the first time in many days. Even his usually dour wife was smiling.
He woke early the next morning and crept out of his shelter to the sound of their shaman coughing and hacking. Gray Wolf doubted if the man would last through the summer.
In the gray light of dawn, he could see his breath. Gray Wolf walked over to the fire pit in the center of their camp. He squatted down and placed his hand over the top of the charred wood; there was some heat coming from the still burning embers. Gray Wolf put a couple of pieces of wood on the fire, got down on all fours, and blew on the embers, giving them life. Within a minute, the bonfire was burning hot. The fresh pine boughs snapped and cracked in the heat of the fire.
His empty stomach rumbled. Gray Wolf looked about and found what he was looking for. Hanging outside of his shelter on a pole was a piece of frozen goose meat. He reached over, grabbed a piece of meat, and jammed it onto the end of a long stick. Gray Wolf took a seat on a log and held his stick out over the fire. It was then that he realized he was feeling fine. If the geese had been diseased like the larger animals, they had not passed on the sickness to the people.
Relief replaced the gnawing fear that had inhabited his heart for the past few days. Gray Wolf began to realize that with luck, they were going to make it to their summer lands to catch fish as they had for generations. They weren�t going to starve to death after all. If he and his son could continue to catch geese and other birds, they could continue to feed the clan. He sat back, looked up into the early-morning sky, and saw a lone star shining bright on the horizon. Like an impudent child, it waited to be chased off by the rising sun that jealously guarded the daylight sky as her own. He recognized it as the star his father had told him his ancestors� spirits rested on. Gray Wolf thanked his ancestors for letting him and his people live. Before the star left, he asked his ancestors why the Gods had decided to kill so many of the large animals.
Gray Wolf grew old and died without ever receiving his answer.
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Bouvet Island, South Atlantic
November 12th, 1923
A thick, impenetrable wall of fog rolled off the freezing waters of the South Atlantic, swallowing the ice-covered island whole. Damp and bitterly cold, the mist quickly seeped into the bones of the badly injured men trapped on Bouvet Island, a bleak, uninhabited, sub-Antarctic, volcanic island claimed by England. Their twin-engine Dornier flying boat was a wreck. It would never fly again.
What had started as a bright idea between two old friends in Oxford late last year had ended in tragedy when their plane developed engine troubles on its maiden flight over the South Atlantic. William Hetherington and Darcy Wright, both second sons of well-to-do Earls, had hired a ship and crew to take them to and from Antarctica with the goal of flying over the South Pole. It was all just a big lark to both young men. They had survived the horrors of the Great War and lived each day as if it were their last. Like a pair of drunken sailors, they spent their substantial inheritances on a series of wild and exotic schemes. From a failed attempt to climb Mount Everest in which five Sherpas had died in an avalanche, to an expedition into the Amazon to look for a fabled lost mine full of conquistador gold that nearly killed them both, Hetherington and Wright wanted desperately to do something that would bring fame to themselves and glory to England. After a long night drinking with some of their friends, they hit upon the idea of dropping the Union Jack from a plane onto the South Pole. They would hire a camera crew and film the grand adventure from beginning to end.
Neither man was an experienced pilot, but that didn�t stop them from buying a flying boat from an old acquaintance who told them that for a modest price he could obtain the most advanced flying boat of its day. The seller even claimed that it was the ideal plane for flying over the South Pole.
Two Rolls Royce V-12, water-cooled piston engines powered the Dornier Do J � known as the �Whale� for the long design of its body. Capable of flying up to 180 kilometers an hour and climbing to thirty-five hundred meters, the flying boat could carry up to eight passengers. However, for their inaugural flight, Wright and Hetherington decided to fly alone.
On a cool, but cloudless day, they had their plane lowered from the side of their ship onto the gray water of the South Atlantic. They took off at precisely noon, intending to do a quick trip to get a feel for their plane. With a hearty wave up at the ship�s captain, Wright shouted that they would be back in a couple of hours after a good long flight. It was the last anyone would see of them for decades.
After an hour of flying straight south with Hetherington at the controls, Wright opened up a bottle of Dom Perignon champagne. �Here�s to England,� said Wright raising his glass.
�To England,� heartily replied Hetherington. Together they toasted their first successful flight.
Although the plane could fly for over four hours before needing to refuel, both men knew that it was better not to press their luck. Besides, they were due back at their ship in just over an hour. With a hearty handshake, Hetherington handed off the controls to Wright. He headed back into the cabin to retrieve his camera when all of a sudden the plane�s engines, mounted on a nacelle behind the cockpit, began to shake and sputter. Within seconds, a thick black oily cloud of smoke trailed behind the plane.
Neither man panicked. It wasn�t in their nature. They looked out the windows of their plane hoping to find a spot to put down. Wright soon spotted an island a couple of kilometers to the east.
Had they tried landing on water, as their plane was designed to do, they most likely would have survived the ordeal and been found several hours later by their ship. However, for reasons known only to themselves, they decided to try to land on the island. They overflew the island and chose a spot to put down. Wright brought the plane around and dove out of the sky. He lined up the plane for what he hoped would be a smooth landing. From above, the glacier looked as flat as glass but it was deceiving. The truth was that long ridges of ice, as solid and thick as a brick wall, jutted out of the glacier.
Wright calmly brought their plane into land. He slowed the plane down as much as he could without stalling their already troubled engines and touched the belly of their plane down on the ice. Immediately, the thin metal underbelly of the plane slid across the glacier, like a puck shot across an ice rink. Shaking loudly, with a cloud of ice and snow trailing behind, the plane rocketed over the glacier.
Wright tightly held onto the plane�s controls, even though he no longer had any control over what happened to the flying boat.
For a few seconds, both men thought they were going to make it, when they suddenly hit a jagged ridge of ice. With a loud, shrieking wail, the undercarriage of the flying boat tore wide open. Ice and snow instantly flew up inside the cabin, blinding both men. A couple of seconds later, the plane struck another, slightly higher wall of ice, ripping off several large pieces of the undercarriage as if it were paper and sending the plane spinning like a child�s toy across the glacier. Anything not securely fastened down flew about inside the plane in a swirling maelstrom of maps and papers.
Unable to do anything but hold on for dear life, both men waited for the inevitable while the plane spun out of control towards a jagged, open fissure. In the blink of an eye, the floatplane disappeared headfirst into the fifteen-meter-deep crevice. With a loud crunch, the plane smashed into the far side of the rocky gap. The front of the plane instantly crumpled inwards, trapping both men in their seats, while the rest of the seventeen-meter-long plane collapsed in on itself like an accordion. The sound of snapping and twisting metal was deafening. The plane�s long wing ripped free from its nacelle, collapsing down on either side of the fuselage. A few seconds later, the plane settled down at the bottom of the icy hole.
Silence soon filled the air.
As if their predicament couldn�t have been any worse, clouds quickly rolled in and snow began falling from the sky to cover the wreckage.
Hetherington was the first to wake up. His head ached horribly. His stomach suddenly turned. With a moan, he vomited onto the wrecked windshield of the plane. When he had nothing left in his stomach, he took a deep breath to calm his nerves and reached up with his right hand. He wasn�t surprised to find a large goose egg-sized bump growing on the side of his head. Hetherington was about to check on his friend when he felt a snowflake land on his cheek. He turned his head and saw that the glass window on the top of their cockpit had been destroyed during the crash and that snow was coming down inside from above. Hetherington swore when he tried to unbuckle himself from his seat, only to find that his left arm was broken. What bothered him the most was that he couldn�t feel his legs. He glanced down and saw that his legs were trapped under a twisted piece of blood-covered metal. Hetherington cursed when he realized that he couldn�t feel a thing below his waist. He had shattered his spine in the accident. There was no way he was ever going to free himself. Fighting back the growing feeling of despair in his chest, Hetherington called out Wright�s name several times, trying to get his friend to wake up. After a few agonizing minutes in which Hetherington thought that his friend was dead, Wright slowly came to life.
Wright opened his eyes, took a couple of deep breaths to clear his aching head and with a weak smile looked over and said that he�d really messed up this time. Unlike Hetherington, Wright was not as badly injured and was able, after a time, to crawl out from his damaged seat. �Are you alright?� Wright asked his friend.
Hetherington weakly smiled back, but did not say a word.
Wright bit his lip, he knew Hetherington was hurt, he just would not admit it. After making sure that his friend as comfortable as possible, Wright took a blanket and covered the broken windshield, hoping to stop the snow from falling down onto his trapped comrade. He looked back through the shattered fuselage and realized that their plane was resting at a steep angle and that he would have to climb up through the wreckage to get out. Wright bit his lip when he saw that their radio set was smashed beyond repair. After a couple of minutes digging through the cabin, he found a couple of cans of food, but no flares, or anything else he could have used to signal for help.
Their inexperience was coming back to haunt them. They�d never bothered to see if the plane was properly provisioned with emergency supplies before leaving their ship.
They quickly discussed their dire predicament. Hetherington insisted that Wright, for both of their sakes, had to try to make for the coast. Perhaps he could somehow flag down their ship as it sailed by. When they didn�t return, both men knew that Captain Williams, master of the ship, the Commodore, would surely come looking for them.
Wright reluctantly agreed, left his friend with half of their meager supply of food, and crawled his way out through a hole torn open in the back of the plane. On the surface of the desolate glacier, Wright stood all alone, shivering from the cold. He looked around. His heart ached when he realized that he couldn�t see far in any direction. The island was shrouded in a thick, gray fog.
The falling snow didn�t help, either.
He felt low. Wright did not fear for his own life, not while his dearest and oldest friend lay trapped inside their wrecked plane. If help wasn�t found soon, he knew that Hetherington would not last long in the cold with a severed spine. He tried to get his bearings in the fog; however, it proved impossible. Wright dug out a coin from his pocket and flipped it in the air. It landed heads up. He turned to his right, slipped his hands in his pockets, and began to walk.
As he trudged over the ice, he prayed that he would reach the shore and that before too long their ship would find him. Instead of heading due west towards the only beach accessible from the sea, Wright began to walk south.
Before too long, the falling snow and cold fog began to make him shiver from his head to his toes.
His teeth soon began to chatter. �Well, old boy, you�ve truly gone and mucked it up this time,� Wright muttered to himself.
The temperature wasn�t below freezing; however, Wright was slowly becoming hypothermic. The smartest thing he could have done was turn around and head back to the plane. Instead, his loyalty to his injured friend drove him on. After walking blindly in the fog for several hours, Wright stopped next to a tall ice ridge and sat down for a moment to rest his tired and aching feet. He pulled his damp jacket tight around his neck, trying to keep the snow from falling down the back of his neck.
Wright felt himself suddenly become very tired. Although he was shivering, his body felt unbelievably warm. He undid his jacket to let his body heat escape. Next, he pulled off his gloves to let his hands feel the cool air.
He sat back and closed his eyes.
Wright decided that he needed to take a short nap before continuing his walk to find help. With his body�s core temperature rapidly dropping, Wright died half an hour later from exposure, frozen to the glacier.
The falling snow soon covered his body.
Back inside the crushed remains of their plane, Hetherington was fading in and out of consciousness. He looked down at his watch and saw that his colleague had been gone for close to six hours. Outside, the world was beginning to darken. With a silent prayer on his lips that Wright would make it, he knew that his end was coming soon. With his one good hand, he dug around in his jacket and pulled out a picture of his fianc�e Anne. She was wearing a long dress and a hat with a tall feather protruding from the side. Anne was standing in front of her parents� home in Lancashire with a warm smile on her slender face. He brought the picture up to his lips and kissed her good-bye. With the photo held tightly in his hand, Hetherington let the creeping fatigue in his body take hold. Sometime during the night, he too also succumbed to the effects of hypothermia.
When their plane failed to return, Captain Williams began a methodical search for the missing men. The ship�s radio operator didn�t leave his post for days while they searched for Wright and Hetherington, hoping to catch a call from the lost plane. Although they sailed within several kilometers of the island, Williams did not feel that they would have tried to land a seaplane on an ice-covered island. After three days steaming around the cold, dark waters of the South Atlantic, Williams called off the search and headed for the nearest port in Argentina to report the loss.
People soon reported seeing the plane floating on the waters off Antarctica or trapped on the pack ice, the men living off seals and fish while they waited for rescue. One person even wrote a letter to Anne claiming that her fianc� was living in Chile under an assumed name. Anne, however, refused to believe any of the stories. She knew in her heart that her fianc� was dead. All she wanted was to bring his remains home so he could be buried.
A year after they had gone missing, Anne outfitted an expedition to search for the missing men�s remains. Unlike Captain Williams, she insisted that they land on the desolate shores of Bouvet Island. With a crew of experienced men, Anne struggled up onto the glacier and spent several days fruitlessly searching for any sign of the plane and its occupants. By a cruel trick of fate, they came within a hundred meters of the crevice concealing the crashed plane. However, with a storm brewing out to sea and visibility fading fast, she was persuaded by the leader of the search party to call off the search. With a heavy heart, she reluctantly sailed for home, never to learn the fate of her fianc� and his close friend.
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Mare Crisium, the Moon
July 21st, 1969
On the desolate, rocky surface of the Moon in the cold vacuum of space sat the Luna 15 probe. Launched eight days earlier from the Baikonur Cosmodrome in the Soviet Union, the probe was the third Soviet probe sent to the Moon on a mission to gather and return samples of dirt and rock to the Earth. The first two missions had both ended in abject failure. The initial attempt never archived escape velocity and burned up in Earth�s atmosphere, while the second had flown straight past the Moon and out into the cold depths of space. However, after completing fifty-two orbits of the Moon to ensure it was still operational after its 385,000-kilometer flight, the decision was made to land the probe.
A signal was sent to the craft for it to begin its descent. After firing its retrorockets, the probe slowly made its way down towards the barren, rocky surface. When it was twenty meters from the surface, its rockets stopped and the landing jets took over, slowing the fall of the large, 5,600-kilogram probe. At two meters from the surface, the jets automatically turned off and the probe deftly landed.
With a loud cheer in the packed, cigarette smoke-filled control center, the mission technicians enthusiastically patted each other on the back and proclaimed that successfully landing the probe on the Moon was a great victory for the Soviet Union.
It was, however, a hollow one.
The race for the Moon had already been won, not by the Soviet Union, but by the United States. With a manned landing only hours earlier, the Space Race, as it was dubbed in the Western press, was all but over. Still, the Soviet Union hoped to gain some glory by having Luna 15 land on the Moon and return with samples of dirt and rocks before the Americans returned home.
After checking that everything from the television camera to the radiation and temperature monitors were still working, the probe deployed its extendable arm and awaited the order to drill into a nearby rock.
A hushed silence gripped the technicians as they watched the grainy, black-and-white images sent back to them by Luna 15�s camera. No one seemed to notice the blue cloud of stale cigarette smoke hanging like a thick London fog in the room.
In the back of the cramped office sat a bitter-looking Communist Party official, wearing an old, rumpled suit and scuffed shoes. Like a hawk, he silently watched everything that happened in the room. He had only one job: to inform his superiors in Moscow the instant they had their soil sample, and that it was safely on its way back to earth. Without taking his eyes off the screens, he reached down, picked up his packet of cheap Turkish cigarettes, tapped out his tenth cigarette this hour, and lit it. Inhaling the harsh tobacco into his lungs, he coughed loudly. A veteran of the Great Patriotic War with Germany, the official lamented his place in life. He had always seen himself rising to be a party official with a new car, a young mistress, and dacha in the Crimea. Instead, he had been relegated to the Soviet Space mission as a mere observer. Still, it could be worse, he thought to himself. I could be on an isolated border post with China.
On the lunar surface, the extendable arm reached out and waited for another signal from Earth to begin. The technicians hurriedly selected a nearby flat piece of rock on the edge of an impact crater as their target. A few minutes later, the probe lowered its arm and began to drill into the rock. It quickly penetrated to a depth of ten centimeters before striking a much harder surface. With time slipping away, the decision was made to bring up the sample they already had via a slender suction tube attached to the side of the drill. After placing the sample into a special airtight container built into the probe�s return vehicle, the countdown began. The total time from the probe�s landing on the Moon�s surface until the time the return vehicle�s return rockets fired was just over two hours.
A wave of relief swept through the room when the return vehicle leapt up into space to begin the return trip to its programmed landing site in Kazakhstan. To date, the Soviet lunar return program had met with failure. After today, the scientists at the Baikonur Cosmodrome could justifiably brag that they had pulled off a miracle of Soviet engineering.
In the back of the room, the party official stood up unnoticed and made his way to a nearby office to place his call. However, within a few hours, the celebration was over. The technicians supervising the probe were ordered by state security agents to turn off all of the instruments on Luna 15 and to go home. Each man was pulled into a side room and bluntly told by State Security agents to never discuss the mission with anyone, not even their families. Any thought of beating the Americans home with a sample from the Moon was to be forgotten.
Later that evening, it was announced to the world on Soviet state-run television that in a sign of friendship with the Americans the Luna 15 space probe had been deliberately crash-landed to avoid hitting the U.S. spacecraft as it orbited the Moon.
In a matter of hours, dozens of state officials and KGB agents descended upon the launch site and confiscated every file they could find relating to the Luna 15 mission. Within days, the true story behind the landing was erased from the history of the Soviet Union. The �official� story was accepted as gospel.
What the world did not know was that inside the return vehicle was something that had the ability to affect the life of every living person on the planet. Years later, someone would want it and would do anything to possess it.
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Burma
Present Day
Like an enraged swarm of hellish fireflies, a long burst of machine-gun fire cut through the air, barely missing its target, a stolen Hummer speeding down a narrow jungle road.
�That was too damn close for comfort,� muttered Ryan Mitchell to himself as he ejected the empty magazine from his M4 carbine. His left hand was sticky with blood from a cut on his wrist, caused by a grenade fragment that had dug a deep gash through his skin. Dressed in filthy, multi-cam fatigues with a darkened face, Mitchell hurriedly slapped home a full magazine and charged the weapon, loading a fresh round into the chamber.
Sitting in the driver�s seat beside Mitchell was Nate Jackson. A powerfully built African-American, Jackson cursed everything under the sun as he fought to keep the vehicle, a stolen Burmese army Hummer, from sliding off the slick dirt trail that snaked through the tree-covered hills. Combat driving using night-vision goggles was challenging enough without the added misery of a heavy downpour that fell from the dark night sky. The world, a mix of dark- and light-green hues in Jackson�s eyepieces, sped past as he tried to lose their pursuer.
Another burst of automatic gunfire tore past the Hummer. This time the long line of tracers flew right overhead, making both Mitchell and Jackson duck down to avoid the incoming fire.
�Jesus, Ryan, will you do something about that?� yelled Jackson as he swerved from side to side on the path, trying to throw off their attacker�s aim.
Mitchell reached over and grabbed hold of Nate�s weapon of choice, the M203 grenade launcher. After checking that it was loaded, he turned around in his seat and got up on one knee. He was about to bring up the weapon to his to his shoulder, when he suddenly felt the vehicle turn hard to the right. Mitchell had to reach out and grab hold of his seat when Jackson took a sharp corner much too quickly, sending the Hummer sliding through the mud towards the edge of the road. Mitchell�s heart skipped a beat when, through his night-vision gear, he saw a steep fall to the valley floor two hundred meters below come racing towards them.
At the last second, the vehicle�s tires found a dry spot and dug in. Like a charging rhinoceros, the Hummer took off once more down the narrow jungle trail.
�Damn it, Nate, warn me next time,� said Mitchell to his friend. �I could have been thrown over the side of the jeep.�
�Sorry, didn�t see the turn until it was too late,� replied Jackson.
Mitchell brought up his weapon and looked through the M203�s sights. He waited for the vehicle chasing them to take the sharp bend. A second later, the Burmese army Jeep came sliding around the muddy corner. Mitchell held his breath, aimed his weapon�s laser indicator, a bright-red dot, at the center of the Jeep, and pulled back on the trigger. With a loud whoosh, the 40mm high-explosive grenade flew straight at the pursuing vehicle.
The front of the vehicle exploded in a brilliant fireball. The driver, killed in the blast, let go of the Jeep�s steering wheel. Consumed in flames, the Jeep slid off the road and smashed headlong into a tall tree.
�Good shot,� said a woman�s voice from the backseat of the Hummer.
�How�s he doing, Sam?� asked Mitchell to the woman hunched over another body in the backseat of the Hummer.
�Ryan, I�ve got an IV in him. But if he doesn�t get real medical care soon, I�m not sure if he�s going to make it,� answered Sam, the team�s medic. �It looks like he�s been tortured and, if that wasn�t bad enough, he has a bad case of malaria.�
Hired to rescue an Indian businessman being held for ransom in a Burmese hellhole, the mission had, at first, gone well enough. They had been able to whisk him away from a warlord�s poorly guarded camp. However, when Mitchell�s people were on their way to their planned extraction point, they ran headfirst into a patrol of corrupt Burmese soldiers. Within seconds, a firefight broke out, and they had to improvise a completely new escape plan. Now, with time racing against them, they were speeding to their extraction point, a clearing less than five kilometers away.
Mitchell sat back down in his seat, picked up his radio. �Gord, this is Ryan; please tell me things are good to go at the extraction point, over.�
Five kilometers away, Gordon Cardinal lifted his camouflage veil and bit his lip as he looked through his sniper scope at the growing crowd of soldiers and thugs barely one hundred meters away. Keying his throat-mic, Cardinal said, �Sorry, boss, the place is crawling with beaucoup bad guys. I count at least thirty. Looks like they picked our extraction point as a place to get themselves organized before coming after you. I can see two Burmese army officers giving orders to the mob. I recommend you proceed to the alternate extraction point.�
Mitchell looked over his shoulder at Sam; she�d heard the conversation and shook her head. He thought about their predicament for less than a second before he made up his mind. Mitchell spoke into the radio. �Gord, the package won�t last that long. I want you to stir up the hornet�s nest and then get the hell out of there; we�re going with Plan B.�
�Can do,� answered Cardinal.
�Head for the coast, Nate,� said Mitchell to Jackson.
Jackson groaned at the news. However, he knew that Mitchell was right; the businessman needed medical care, and fast. The only problem was that the path to their alternate extraction point was hard to find. At night, driving at over seventy kilometers an hour while wearing NVGs, it would take a miracle to find the right trail.
Jackson drove past a couple of breaks in the jungle before turning the vehicle�s wheel hard over. The Hummer slid off the muddy road and onto a narrow path. A second later, they were speeding down a game path that was barely wide enough for the Hummer. Driving from memory, Jackson knew that the trail they were on came out near a small stream, where Cardinal had stashed a boat for them.

Kilometers away, high in a tree, Cardinal placed his sights on one of the men he had identified as an officer. He slowly took up the slack on his trigger and watched as the man fell to the ground with a hole blasted through his right shoulder.
There was barely a sound as Cardinal�s sniper rifle had a suppressor attached to the end of the barrel.
He waited a couple of seconds and then wounded the first man who went to help his injured comrade. As expected, that put an end to the limited bravery the mob had. Someone panicked and opened fire into the jungle; a second later, the rest of the thugs dove for cover and fired in every direction around them. He had to go. Cardinal quickly climbed down out of the tree and pulled back some foliage, exposing his ride. He jumped onto the back of his motorbike, slung his rifle over his back, flipped his NVGs back down over his eyes, and started his motorcycle. Within seconds, he was racing down the muddy path to meet his comrades.

In the Hummer, Mitchell spoke into his radio, �Yuri, this is Ryan, did you catch my last transmission? We had to scrub our original plan and are proceeding to the coast. ETA two minutes.�
�Da, I got it. Will meet you offshore,� replied a voice with a thick Russian accent.
�Gents, have either one of you ever done one of these extractions before?� Sam asked from the backseat.
�I did once, at Ranger School,� replied Mitchell.
�Yeah, but no one was shooting at you back then,� added Jackson as the jungle gave way to a wide-open beach.
Jackson turned the Hummer sharply to the left and sped off down the deserted beach to their next rendezvous point. A couple of minutes later, through his NVGs, he could see Cardinal near the water�s edge. He brought their stolen vehicle to a sliding halt, turned off the vehicle�s engine and jumped out to help Cardinal.
Cardinal, using a portable air tank, quickly inflated their Zodiac. Its proper title was a Combat Rubber Raiding Craft, but everyone inside and outside of the military called it a Zodiac, after its manufacturer.
Mitchell stood sentry with his rifle cradled in his arms while the Zodiac was readied. He took a quick glance at his watch and swore. It would be light on the horizon in the next half hour.
A plane was waiting across the border in Bangladesh to ferry the businessman back home to India. Mitchell knew that Yuri would have alerted the flight crew to make sure that the doctor they had hired and his team were ready and waiting when they arrived. It was going to be close; too close for his liking.
The instant the outboard motor was placed on the back of the Zodiac, Mitchell dashed over to help Sam move the injured man from the Hummer into the bottom of the boat.
�Okay, let�s go,� said Mitchell firmly to his team. �Sam, you look after Mister Patel. Nate, you�re steering while Cardinal and I keep an eye out.�
As one, all four teammates grabbed hold of the ropes on the side of the all-black Zodiac and dragged it into the warm waters of the Bay of Bengal. Within seconds, they all clambered inside as Jackson turned on the battery-powered, outboard motor.
Heading straight out to sea, Jackson called out, �Ryan, where exactly are we heading?�
�Just aim due west and try not to dump us all into the drink,� replied Mitchell as the Zodiac raced out into the dark. It skimmed over the top of the water at over thirty kilometers an hour.
Mitchell heard his radio squawk. Placing it close to his ear, he heard Yuri telling him that he would be in position to pick them up in the next five minutes. He was about to pass on the good news, when he spotted a large patrol boat emerge from a river, turn in their direction and begin to pick up speed.
They had been spotted.
�Yuri, pick up the pace. We�ve got company,� said Mitchell into the radio, before tapping Cardinal on the shoulder and pointing to the patrol boat moving to intercept them. Mitchell identified the craft as an old Patrol Boat, River, long phased out of U.S. service; it was still in use all around the world. He knew that the fifty-year-old boat could easily outrun and outgun them without even trying.
�Nate, give us all you�ve got!� yelled Mitchell.
Jackson looked back and saw the patrol boat cutting through the waves as it sped towards them. �Hang on,� he called out as he gunned the outboard motor.
Leaping forward, the Zodiac quickly picked up speed. Water spray flew over the front of the boat, soaking Mitchell and Cardinal.
Suddenly, out of the dark, 50 caliber tracers streaked past the front of Zodiac. For every tracer round the team saw, there were four bullets they never did.
Jackson turned the outboard motor away from the incoming fire, trying to put as much distance as he could from the patrol boat pursuing them. A couple of seconds later, another long burst hit the water just beside the Zodiac. Jackson decided to change tactics and tried to zigzag across the water in an attempt to make it harder for their pursuers to hit his boat. The problem was that he lost speed every time he maneuvered their boat to avoid being hit.
Mitchell could see the patrol boat gaining on them. Something had to be done about it before it got close enough to turn them and their Zodiac into fish food. He tapped Cardinal on the shoulder and said, �Gord, take Nate�s M203 and deal with that boat.�
Cardinal nodded his head and went for the weapon from the bottom of the boat. He hurriedly rummaged through a bandolier filled with grenades lying on the bottom of the boat and picked out two. So he could be heard over the sound of the engine, Cardinal leaned over to Jackson. �Nate, when I give the signal I need you to slow down or I�m never going to be able to hit a thing.�
�What�s your signal?� asked Jackson.
�You�ll know,� replied Cardinal as he opened up the M203 and slipped in his first grenade.
Overhead, an all-black CH-47 Chinook helicopter, like a massive bird of prey diving out of the night sky, raced over the top of the boats.
�Yuri�s here. Whatever you�re planning to do, do it now!� hollered Mitchell to Cardinal.
Cardinal brought up the M203 up to his shoulder, took aim, and pulled the trigger, sending the grenade flying high up into the night sky.
Instantly, Jackson dropped his speed. To everyone in the Zodiac, it felt as if they had come to a sudden stop.
With a pop, a flare opened up above the patrol boat, bathing it in a bright, white light. Quickly ejecting the spent casing, Cardinal slid in a high-explosive grenade and aimed. He was an accomplished sniper, but hitting a moving boat with a grenade launcher was going to take a lot of luck. He waited until the boat was so close that he couldn�t miss. Cardinal held his breath. Slowly pulling back on the trigger, he watched as the grenade flew straight into the small bridge located on the patrol boat. With a bright flash, the shell struck home, instantly killing the boat�s commander and the man steering the craft.
Jackson took that as his cue and gunned the Zodiac�s engine.
A split-second later, the patrol boat�s fuel drums on the back of the boat caught fire and exploded, engulfing the ship in a hellish flame. The only survivor, the forward machine gunner, scampered out of his gun turret at the front of the boat and dove into the sea just as the rest of the craft went up.

High above in the Chinook, Yuri brought the helicopter to a dead stop in the air. He told his co-pilot to take over as he climbed out of his seat, picked up a set of NVGs and made his way to the back of the empty helicopter. At the back ramp, he flipped the light in the back of the Chinook from white to red. A second later, Yuri turned on his NVGs, reached over to a panel on the sidewall, and pressed a button. With a loud whine, the back ramp began to lower. The sound of the twin rotor blades cutting through air above instantly filled the back of the Chinook. Yuri grabbed a headset from the wall and then carefully walked out onto the back ramp until he could see the black water below.
He had never done a water landing before. Trusting in the skill of his co-pilot, a former Royal Australian Air Force pilot, Yuri told him to gently lower the helicopter to the surface of the water below.

Through his NVGs, Jackson could see into the back of the Chinook as it slowly began to descend. With a slight twist of the wrist, he steered the Zodiac towards the helicopter. He adjusted his speed, knowing that it was going to take split-second timing if this was going to work.

In the helicopter, Yuri crossed himself and said a silent prayer that things would work as planned. He edged out as far out as he could on the ramp and guided his co-pilot down until the ramp touched the water.
With the front of the Chinook still up in the air at a slight angle, only the tail section with the ramp was in the water.
Less than a second later, water flooded up over the ramp and up inside the back of the helicopter. Yuri turned his head and looked out into the dark. He smiled when he saw the Zodiac lining itself up for a run into the back of the Chinook.

�Hang on,� Jackson called out to everyone as he gave just a little more speed to the outboard engine. It was like threading a needle; however, the thread was currently bouncing over the waves at over thirty kilometers an hour.
When they were within meters of the ramp, Jackson slowed down slightly as they sailed through a wall of spray thrown up by the helicopter�s rear rotor blade. A second later, the Zodiac surged up the ramp and inside the back of the helicopter, and stopped.
Mitchell and Cardinal leapt from the Zodiac and helped Yuri drag it farther inside the Chinook. As soon as they were clear of the ramp, Yuri keyed his headset and told his co-pilot to take off.
Happy to oblige, the co-pilot applied power to the engines. In seconds, he skillfully brought the Chinook up out of the water and began to climb up into the night sky. Keeping low to avoid radar, he banked over and turned north, heading for the border with Bangladesh.
In the back, Yuri raised the ramp, closing it. He removed his NVGs and turned on the white lights in the back of the helicopter. Yuri stood there in his usual attire of a Hawaiian shirt and baggy shorts. His long, black hair was pulled back behind his head.
�How is he?� Yuri asked Mitchell, looking down at the frail-looking man they had been hired to rescue.
�Not good,� replied Mitchell. �Do your people in Bangladesh know that we need a doctor?�
�Da, I spoke with them ten minutes ago. They�re waiting for Mister Patel.�
�Thanks,� said Mitchell as he patted Yuri on the arm and made his way over to the front of the Zodiac. He sat down and looked down at the cut on his wrist. It had stopped bleeding, but still stung like hell.
�Here, let me clean that,� said Jackson as he pulled out some disinfectant from one of Sam�s medical bags.
�It�s not going to hurt, is it?� asked Mitchell.
�What is it with officers? Of course it will, and I�m going to enjoy watching you whine.�
Fifteen minutes later, they crossed over into Bangladeshi airspace.
Mitchell looked about at his teammates and grinned to himself. He couldn�t imagine working with anyone else. They had long since moved on from being good friends. The people in the back of the Chinook were his family, and he knew that he would do anything for them.
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Maliy Lyakhovsky Island
Northern Siberia, Russia
A cold, bitter wind whipped across the frozen landscape, stirring up the snow and making an already cold day seem even colder.
With her hood pulled down on her parka, Katherine Reynolds quickly made her way from her tent towards a much larger green army tent that served as the expedition�s makeshift office for this year�s American-Russian dig. With the cold nipping at her exposed skin, she opened the flimsy wooden door on the end of the tent and rushed inside. At once, she felt the warmth coming from an old, iron, pot-bellied stove on her cold face.
�Ah, good morning, Katherine, I hope you slept well,� said Boris Zakhava in English, his Russian accent heavy and thick. He was a chubby man in his late fifties with sandy-blond hair and an unkempt beard that hung down onto his old blue sweater. As the senior Russian academic on the site, he was also the team leader for the mixed group of Russian and American scientists living and working side by side on the island.
�The tent was rattling like a banshee all night because of that dreadful wind, but I think I still managed to get a couple of hours� sleep,� replied Reynolds.
Dressed in warm clothing, Katherine Reynolds looked like the public�s stereotypical image of a scientist. She wore a thick pair of glasses perched on her nose. She was in her mid-forties and had never been married. Her chestnut-brown hair was always pulled back in a bun on the back of her head.
�I didn�t hear a thing. I slept, how you say� like a baby,� replied Zakhava.
�That�s probably because you were pickled on vodka last night, Professor,� said Donald Freeman as he placed several bone fragments on the table in front of him. A young African-American grad student, Freeman was on his first dig outside of the States.
Zakhava chuckled. �It is an old family custom.�
�Looks like all of Russia follows the same tradition,� added Freeman, as none of the other Russian students had reported in yet this morning.
Reynolds grabbed herself a cup of hot coffee and then wrapped her hands around the cup, trying to warm up her still cold hands. A few seconds later, curiosity took hold, so she walked over and looked at what Freeman was doing.
With a serious expression on his face, Freeman looked down intently at the remains of a chipped tooth from a woolly rhinoceros dug out of the permafrost a couple of days ago. Although the tooth was an interesting discovery, the team still hoped to find the remains of a mammoth. Over the years, several well-preserved mammoths had been found frozen in the ice near the camp.
Three weeks into the one-month dig, it was starting to look like this year�s expedition was going to have to pack up and go home emptied-handed when Mary Thomas and Vladimir Manshov suddenly burst into the tent. A young couple, they had met the first day on the island and had since become inseparable.
�Come quick,� said Mary breathlessly.
�What is it?� asked Zakhava.
�In the tunnel, they�ve found something,� reported Manshov in fluent English.
�What did they find?� asked Reynolds excitedly.
�A mammoth, they�ve found a baby mammoth,� replied Mary, smiling from ear to ear.
�Come on, let�s get dressed and see what they�ve found,� said Zakhava, grinning.
A couple of minutes later, Zakhava led the group through the blowing snow towards the tunnel entrance. A large wooden box had been built over the top of the opening to keep the snow from blowing down into the tunnel. They all rushed out of the wind, made their way down steps cut into the ice and walked down a tunnel carved into the frozen ground. A noisy, gas-powered generator provided the power for the lights strung along the ice walls of the passage. Dug out over the past several years, the tunnel had become a passageway back in time to the last Ice Age. It was here where they had found a mammoth the year before and where another expedition had found the partial remains of a woolly rhinoceros.
The air hovered around freezing inside the tunnel.
They hurried along, making their way towards a group of students huddled around a large slab of ice. Zakhava and Reynolds arrived first and bent over to examine the find.
�My God,� murmured Reynolds. Trapped in the ice was a perfectly preserved baby mammoth. Although it was hard to see all the details, she judged by its small size that it had been no more than a couple of years old when it had died.
�You can still see the fur on the poor little creature�s body,� said Zakhava as he moved his face close to the ice. His breath hung like a fine fog in the cool air. �Who found it?�
�I did, Professor,� said Olga Zhukov proudly. The cheeks on her round face were deep red from the numbing cold. With ice-blue eyes and braided blonde hair, she looked like a Viking maiden.
�Well done, Olga,� said Zakhava. He patted her on the shoulder and looked around into the faces of the students. They all stood there in awe of the discovery. Some people labored a lifetime and never found a single specimen, yet at their feet was a find of extraordinary importance.
�Okay, people, let�s all step back. We don�t need to contaminate the site any more than we already have,� announced Zakhava loudly.
With that, Dimitri Isayev, a black-haired associate professor at the University of Moscow, took over and ushered away all those who didn�t need to be there.
Reynolds stood there, her light-brown eyes fixed on the mammoth trapped for centuries in the ice.
�When do you believe it died?� Reynolds asked Zakhava.
�Well, it was found a bit deeper in the ice than the mammoth that was dug out last year, so I would have to say sometime around 11,000 BC,� replied Zakhava, absentmindedly running his hand over his thick beard.
�Amazing, absolutely amazing.� Reynolds softly ran her gloved hand over the ice, trying to imagine the world the mammoth had lived in until it met its untimely demise.
Later that night, after a couple of the more-experienced team members brought the frozen body of the mammoth to the surface, the camp had a boisterous celebration. Olga Zhukov was the woman of the hour. Vodka and plenty other spirits flowed freely as they toasted Olga and the mammoth.
It didn�t take long for Katherine Reynolds to feel tipsy from the alcohol. Never a big drinker, she was already on her third plastic cup of vodka and fruit juice.
�To the mammoth,� shouted out Zakhava, raising his cup in salute.
�To the mammoth,� responded the students loudly, before emptying their cups and then staggering about in search of more alcohol.
�Did you inform the universities in Moscow and Yakutsk about the discovery?� Reynolds asked Zakhava. She realized that she was slurring her words and set her cup down. That was enough for one night.
�Yes, I emailed them the pictures we took in the tunnel before coming over here,� replied Zakhava, offering some of the still-half-full bottle of vodka in his hand to Reynolds.
�No, thanks. I think I�ve had more than enough for one evening.�
�Suit yourself. Plenty more for me,� said Zakhava, winking at Reynolds.
She took that as her cue to leave. Reynolds stood up and with as much grace as she could muster after drinking a little too much, she moved about the room saying her goodnights before stepping outside. She quickly pulled on her thick woolen gloves and zipped up her down-filled parka. For a few seconds, she chose to ignore the cold and looked up into the night sky. Reynolds was always amazed how brilliantly clear the sky became when a person was far away from the light pollution of a major city. A bit of an astronomy buff, she could easily recognize the North Star, Venus, and Mars in the night sky. With a smile, she watched a meteor brightly streak across the heavens. After a quick stop at the bathroom, Reynolds opened the flap to her tent and crawled inside. In no time, she was in her nice, warm sleeping bag, fast asleep.
Several hours later, Reynolds rolled over on her cot. Her full bladder was screaming at her to get up and walk the ten meters through the cold to the washroom. It was coming up on five in the morning. With a few choice curse words on her lips, she unzipped her warm sleeping bag and quickly jumped out. When it was this cold, Reynolds always slept in her favorite red long underwear. Mumbling to herself, she threw on her parka and boots. Without bothering to do either of them up, she opened up her tent flap and crawled out into the frigid morning air. Almost immediately, she was aware of a rhythmic beating sound somewhere in the dark. At first, she thought it was from her hangover, but the sound seemed to grow closer by the second. On the horizon, she could just make out three flashing red lights flying a few meters above the icy ground, moving incredibly fast towards their camp. Reynolds instantly forgot about her bladder and jogged over to the tent they used for their office. She was a little surprised to find the room empty. It was camp policy that one of the Russian staff members was on duty throughout the night while everyone else slept. It was a prudent security measure, in case there was a fire or another emergency.
From behind, a voice called out.
Reynolds turned around and saw that it was one of the Russian workers making his way back from the bathroom.
Weak bladder like me, thought Reynolds.
The man stopped in his tracks and turned to look up into the star-filled sky.
�Helicopters,� said the man to Reynolds. A second later, he repeated himself this time pointing into the air. She quickly realized that his English vocabulary was limited to a few words.
Switching into Russian, Reynolds asked, �Do you know who they are?�
�No,� replied the man. �No one is supposed to come for us for another week.�
�Could it be the army on maneuvers?� asked Reynolds.
�I don�t know,� replied the man, shrugging his shoulders.
A few seconds later, a couple more groggy people joined them. They stood there, staring at the three helicopters as they noisily came in to land on the camp�s designated landing zone, a patch of flat ground one hundred meters from their tents. It was then that it hit Reynolds. Aside from their running lights, the helicopters were completely blacked out.
Her gut told her something wasn�t right.
She looked for Professor Zakhava among the growing throng of people who had been attracted by the noise of the helicopters like moths drawn to the light. When she didn�t see him, her stomach began to tie up in knots. As the senior Russian on the site, she wanted him nearby to talk with whomever had just landed in the dark.
One of the Russian students saw the darkened shapes of men jumping from the helicopters. With a friendly wave, he walked towards them. He hadn�t gone two steps before he was cut down in a hail of bullets fired by one of the new arrivals.
With a loud scream, a young female student turned to run, only to die where she stood.
Within seconds, more students were mercilessly shot down.
�Run!� yelled someone from behind Reynolds.
Suddenly, a surge of adrenaline and the instinctive need for self-preservation kicked in. Reynolds turned on her heels and ran into the night. Behind her, she could hear the sound of automatic gunfire. People screamed and pleaded for their lives only to die, killed at the hands of their unknown attackers.
It was a horrible massacre.
With tears in her eyes, Reynolds ran straight past the tent that held their office. Her instincts told her to seek the safety of the tunnel system dug under the ice. She could no longer hear the sounds of death being sown as her ears were filled with the sound of her own heart beating loudly. She opened the door leading down into the tunnel and ran as fast as she could down the stairs. A second later, she lost her footing and fell onto her back. A sharp pain shot from her spine as she slid along the icy floor, until she landed in a heap alongside an old generator. With fear coursing through her body, she scrambled up on her feet and ran down the nearest tunnel, looking for a safe place to hide. Up ahead, she saw several boxes covered by a dark-green tarp. Reynolds ran over and hid behind them. With a silent prayer on her lips, she struggled to make sense of what was going on.
Who had attacked their camp, and why? She could find no logical reason for the massacre taking place on the frozen ground above her. Reynolds closed her eyes and hoped that whoever was out there would leave and let her live.
Her heart skipped a beat when she heard the sound of another set of feet scrambling down the slippery stairs. Reynolds peered out from behind her cover and saw Freeman standing there, unsure of what to do next. Fear filled his eyes. Reynolds was about to call him over, when a shot rang out. Freeman�s body jerked slightly and then tumbled to the frozen floor.
Reynolds brought her hand up to her mouth to stifle a scream when she saw blood seeping out from under Freeman�s dead body.
Terror gripped her soul.
Reynolds bit her lip when she heard the sound of someone slowly making their way down into the icy tunnels. She pulled her parka hood over her head and tried to make herself blend in with the green tarp she was hiding behind.
Ever so slowly, Reynolds could hear the sound of ice crunching underfoot as an assassin carefully made his way down the long passage.
If she stayed where she was, she knew that she would be found. It was just a matter of time, seconds perhaps. Her only salvation lay in distracting the man long enough to make it back out into the night. She turned her head slightly and saw an abandoned thermos lying on the ground behind her. Reynolds grabbed it, and then as quietly as she could, she got up on her knees. She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart and tossed the thermos down a small side tunnel. It clattered loudly as it slid across the ice. A second later, the thermos disappeared from view. Like a runner hearing the starter pistol fire, Reynolds, with her head down, was up on her feet and running for her life down the narrow tunnel.
She never heard the shot.
To her, it all seemed to happen in slow motion. First, she felt her feet give out underneath her. The next thing she knew, she was falling to the floor and sliding along the ice until she came to a sudden stop against the wall. Unable to move, Katherine Reynolds lay on her back looking up at the roof of the tunnel. Something dark came into view. Reynolds blinked her eyes. She couldn�t believe what she was looking at. A man stood above her, completely enclosed in a military-style biohazard suit. She could see his deep-brown eyes through the protective eyepieces of his gas mask. She tried to say something, but found that she couldn�t speak. The world was beginning to close in around her as her vision narrowed. The last thing Katherine Reynolds saw before she died was a sad look in the eyes of the man who was about to end her life as he brought his rifle up to his shoulder and pulled the trigger.
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Las Vegas
Nevada
Ryan Mitchell stepped from the elevator into the noisy hotel lobby filled with people already half-drunk. He hadn�t gone more than a couple of meters before a young woman carrying a tall drink and wearing a cheap plastic bachelorette crown tripped over her own feet and landed in his arms. With a smile, he helped her back up onto her feet and waited for her friends to escort her into the elevator. He shook his head at the women and made his way out onto the casino floor of the Paris Hotel. The melodic chimes from hundreds of slot machines filled the air. It was late Friday night, and as usual, the hotel was packed. He paused for a moment by a tall mirror to adjust his black bow tie. Mitchell felt out of place in his snug, jet-black tux. He was more at home in his old, well-worn blue jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. Mitchell looked around at the casino�s patrons and snickered to himself. Hardly anyone other than James Bond wore a tuxedo to a poker game anymore; however, this was the outfit he had been instructed to wear to the rendezvous. Tucked into his right ear was a nearly invisible state-of-the-art earpiece that could receive as well as transmit.
Mitchell�s penetrating blue-gray eyes searched the floor for his friends. A former U.S. Army Ranger in his early thirties, he stood at just over two meters tall and had a trim, athletic build with thick, brown hair that he liked to keep cut short. His skin was tanned from a recent skiing vacation in Colorado with his girlfriend, Jennifer March. He soon spotted Nate Jackson playing the slots. With a confident smile, he walked past his comrade without saying a word as he tried to look the part of a high-stakes poker player. Mitchell was surprised to see that Jackson was up three hundred dollars, as he was notorious for having bad luck with any game of chance.
Nathaniel Jackson was ten years senior to Mitchell and a former Ranger. Tall, with a smooth-shaven head, large, broad shoulders and strong, muscular arms, Jackson always seemed to have a few extra pounds around his midriff that he proclaimed weekly were coming off shortly; not that they ever did. His wife cooked too well, and he liked a breakfast of donuts with his morning coffee. He could, however, easily bench press his own weight or step into in a boxing ring with a man half his age and expect to win.
As Mitchell made his way towards the semi-private, high-stakes poker tables, he smiled to himself. He had never been to Vegas before. The architecture of the Paris Hotel with the legs of a scaled-down Eiffel Tower inside the casino is a clever design, thought Mitchell.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the other two members of his team, Sam and Cardinal, playing craps; by the sound of Sam�s complaining, they weren�t doing very well.
Samantha Chen was officially the team medic, but she was so much more than that. Her short stature meant nothing; she was just as deadly with a rifle as any man on the team. Sam, as she preferred to be called, stood just over a meter and a half tall with a petite, but firm build. Her dark-brown eyes burned with a hunger to be the best at everything she did. A former airborne medic, she was a self-professed adrenaline junkie and loved to be outdoors. She enjoyed going free climbing, scuba diving, and parachuting whenever she could.
Right alongside Sam was her boyfriend, Gordon Cardinal. A tall, slender man with a thick, black goatee, Cardinal had grown up on a farm nestled against the Canadian Rockies. Recruited straight out of Canada�s elite JTF-2, he was the team�s sniper and surveillance expert. Whereas Sam was excitable, Cardinal was as cool as a mountain glacier; nothing ever seemed to faze him. Even now while he lost at dice, he couldn�t have looked more disinterested.
With a pissed look on her face, Sam grabbed the dice from Cardinal and announced loudly that she was taking over before they lost any more money. It was all an act. Mitchell�s friends were there to keep an eye out and to cover his back should anything go wrong at the poker tables.
Mitchell nonchalantly walked over to the private tables at the back of the casino, where he was met by a white-haired gentleman in a tuxedo. With the hint of a French accent the man asked, �Sir, may I please see your invitation?�
With a smile, Mitchell produced his invite. After bowing politely, the white-haired man escorted Mitchell to an empty table. There were several other tables in the room, all of which were filled with overly eager players trying for the estimated five million dollars in prize money to be won. Mitchell took a seat, glanced down at his watch and saw that it was midnight. He was precisely on time.
A waitress in a skimpy outfit walked over. �Would you like something to drink, sir?�
�A tonic water would be great,� he replied. Mitchell sat back and unbuttoned his tuxedo jacket.
Hired to deliver a flash drive containing the access codes to a secret Swiss bank account in exchange for the life of the son of a Saudi diplomat, Mitchell tried to look relaxed. A minute later, the waitress returned with his drink. Mitchell smiled and tipped her. He sat there sipping his drink, trying not to look like he was looking around. Mitchell slowly moved his eyes over the casino patrons. It didn�t take him long to realize that he was wasting his time. His contact could be anyone from a woman wearing a large, flower-covered dress to a skinny man with a long mullet dressed in ratty-looking shorts and a T-shirt with a monster truck on it.
He was about to dig out his phone and check the latest sports scores, when he noticed the white-haired man stop a tall, fit-looking man wearing a white suit with a light-blue shirt and tie. Mitchell quickly studied the man. He looked to be in his mid-forties. He had olive-colored skin with short, black, curly hair. Mitchell took him to be Greek.
With a smile, the man walked over to Mitchell�s table. Taking a seat right beside Mitchell, the man held out his hand in greeting.
�Good evening, my name is Alekos Alexandrakis,� said the man politely.
Mitchell shook his hand. It was firm and tight. �Ryan Mitchell. Pleased to meet you, Mister Alexandrakis.�
Alexandrakis smiled. �I�m pleased that you got my name right, Mister Mitchell. So many people seem to have a problem with it.�
�I�m lucky with names, I guess.�
Alexandrakis� expression changed immediately, becoming serious. �I take it that you followed my directions to the letter and that you are unarmed.�
�I did, and I am not carrying any concealed weapons,� replied Mitchell, slowly opening his tuxedo jacket to show that he wasn�t carrying a gun.
�Now, do you have on you what I require for us to conclude our business?�
�Yes.�
�Very good, hand it to me and I will provide you with the room number where young Saad is being held.�
Mitchell hesitated. �How do I know that you will live up to your end of the bargain?�
�I may be many things, Mister Mitchell, but I would never harm a child. You have my word that Saad has not been harmed and is being well looked after. Once I have the flash drive, I promise to tell you where you may find him.�
Mitchell nodded his head, slowly reached into his jacket and placed the flash drive on the table in front of him.
Alexandrakis took a quick look around and placed his hand over the flash drive. He was about to pull it towards him when a waitress walked over and stopped right beside him. Turning his head, Alexandrakis� eyes widened when he saw that the waitress was pointing a pistol, concealed under her drink tray, straight at his head.
�Be a dear, Alekos, and give me the flash drive,� said the woman, her accent Scottish.
Mitchell turned his head. His jaw dropped open. He thought he was looking up at a ghost. He instantly recognized the woman�s unforgettable, smoky, emerald-green eyes. With short red hair and extremely fit physique, she was the heir to a mercenary organization with contacts throughout the world.
�My God, I thought you were dead,� gasped Mitchell.
�So did a few other people, who are themselves now dead,� replied Grace with a wink.
Mitchell didn�t need to be told that she had settled several scores after escaping certain death in an underground river in Liberia.
�Mister Alexandrakis, give me the flash drive,� said Grace, her voice sharp and threatening. �Also, please don�t try anything foolish, Mister Mitchell. I have several women spread throughout the casino who would put a bullet in the back of your head before you got out of your chair.�
�Miss�?� asked Mitchell, recalling her face, but not her name.
�Maxwell, Grace Maxwell, at your service.�
�Okay, Grace, you can have the flash drive for all I care. However, I need some information that Mister Alexandrakis has with him,� explained Mitchell. �Please believe me. I�m not lying. A young boy�s life is at stake.�
Grace smiled. �He�s across the street in the Bellagio Hotel in room 311.�
In his earpiece, Mitchell heard Sam and Cardinal acknowledge the information. They left their game, hurried out of the hotel, and sprinted out onto the busy street, ignoring the blaring horns of the cars as they weaved their way around them.
With a look of disgust on his face, Alexandrakis slid the drive over to Grace, who deftly picked it up and slipped it into the top of her form-fitting waitress� outfit.
�How the hell did you know what was going on?� Mitchell asked Grace.
�Didn�t Alekos tell you? We�re working together,� said Grace with a smile. �He hired me to kidnap the boy, which I did, and now I�m double-crossing him before he can do the same to me.�
Alexandrakis went to speak, but Grace cut him off. �Please, Alekos, don�t even try to suggest that you weren�t going to take the money and then set my organization and me up to take the fall for this crime. You need to pick better people. One of your men told one of my ladies everything.�
With that, Grace winked at Mitchell and then walked away from the table and out onto the busy casino floor.
Alexandrakis jumped to his feet, yelling at the top of his lungs for someone to stop Grace before she got away. Several broad-shouldered men who had been sitting idly at a slot machine saw Grace and moved to block her path.
Suddenly, six more red-haired women, dressed just like Grace, appeared out of the crowd, converged on her, and then split up, all going different directions. The men stopped in their tracks, unsure of whom to follow.
�Stop her!� bellowed Alexandrakis.
Mitchell just sat back smiling. He had been hired to rescue the boy, not to chase after the flash drive, which was useless without the passcodes needed to open it. It was a failsafe procedure that had been established just in case the deal went south and the kidnappers refused to hand over the boy.
�I can still see Maxwell,� said Jackson in Mitchell�s earpiece. �What do you want me to do?�
�Follow her out and keep an eye on her. Until we have the boy, I�m not going to trust anyone.�
�Will do,� replied Jackson.
With a look of betrayal in his eyes, Alexandrakis stared at Mitchell. �Aren�t you going to do anything to stop her?�
�Not my problem. You lay down with dogs, you should expect to get fleas.� Mitchell stood up, walked away from the table, and made his way across the casino floor towards the hotel�s front doors. A few seconds later, Sam reported that they had the boy. He was safe and sound.
Mitchell walked out into the warm night air and spotted Jackson standing near the replica Arc de Triomphe built in front of the hotel. He casually walked over beside his friend. �Did you see where Grace went?�
�Yeah, there was a white Austin Martin Vantage driven by a smoking-hot blonde waiting for her. Trust me, Ryan, she�s long gone by now.�
�Too bad; I really wanted to talk to her.�
�After seeing the car and who was driving it, I�m seriously thinking of switching sides,� joked Jackson.
�I doubt your wife would approve. Come on; let�s join Sam and Gordon over at the Bellagio. We can call Saad�s father from there.�
With a nod, Jackson joined Mitchell as they made their way through the crowds towards Las Vegas Boulevard.
Across the street, Grace lowered her camera and checked that she had a good photo of Ryan Mitchell. With a slight grin on her face, she vowed to learn everything there was about the man she kept running into.
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Hamilton Heights
New York City
Ryan Mitchell switched off the shower, grabbed a nearby towel and started to dry himself off. He wrapped his towel around his stomach and wiped the steam-covered mirror with his hand until he could see his face. Mitchell shaved and headed out to get dressed. He threw on a pair of comfortable jeans, followed by an old gray T-shirt and his favorite blue fleece top.
He was ready.
As he walked out into the living space of their modest apartment, Mitchell saw his girlfriend, Jennifer March, sitting at the dining table still dressed in her red silk robe. She was drying her hair and didn�t hear Mitchel as he crept up on her from behind. Like a bear, he wrapped his arms around her, leaned forward and gave her a quick kiss on the neck.
�There�s no time for that, mister,� said Jen. �March yourself into the kitchen, throw on a pot of coffee and make me some toast. I�m famished.�
�Yes ma�am,� replied Mitchell, with a mock salute to the woman he loved. They had met just over a year ago in the Philippines when Mitchell and his team had rescued her from some mercenaries who had taken her hostage at an archaeological dig site. Born and raised in Charlotte, North Carolina, Jen was a history professor who had recently taken a job working for Mitchell�s boss, General Jack O�Reilly.
Mitchell made a pot of fresh coffee and then went to prepare Jen�s usual breakfast of two slices of whole-wheat bread, lightly toasted, with raspberry jam. He looked over at her and smiled. He figured he�d hit the jackpot when she agreed to move in with him. Her lithe physique had become even firmer when she had taken up the cross-fit craze with some of her friends. Her face was well proportioned. She had deep-mahogany-colored eyes that seemed to glow in the light of their apartment. The only jewelry Jen ever wore to work was a pair of lustrous pearl earrings given to her by her mother that accented her warm brown skin. Her hair was a radiant caramel color that she liked to keep cut short around her ears.
Thirty minutes later, they were on their way. They drove north along the busy I-87. The two-and-a-half-hour commute was something they both hated doing. Although they only did it twice a week, Jen was already looking for a new place closer to work for them to live.
About thirty kilometers south of Albany, New York, Mitchell turned off the highway and then took a dirt road full of potholes that got worse by the season. They soon made their way into thick, pine-filled woods that surrounded the three hundred acres that all formed part of the Polaris Complex, a growing enterprise with its administrative buildings and extensive training grounds.
The creation of Major-General Jack O�Reilly, U.S. Army (retired), Polaris Operations (Global) was a security agency that specialized in unique problem solving. They specialized in training military, police, and civilian organizations that needed help in learning new skills to survive in an increasingly hostile world. Along with consulting services that would go anywhere in the world at a moment�s notice, it was an organization that truly worked twenty-four-seven. General O�Reilly was very clear in his organization�s focus: he and his people only ever dealt with legitimately elected governments and internationally recognized organizations. To keep out the glory seekers, like failed police and former military personnel that flocked to business such as Polaris, it was a strict rule that no one could apply for a job there. All the people working there were handpicked and had extensive background checks done on them well before they were offered a position in the organization. Many of the people were enticed to come and work for General O�Reilly for considerably more money and benefits than they had been making in their previous jobs. He had four field teams that worked anywhere in the world. However, only Mitchell�s worked on the riskier missions selected and approved exclusively by the general himself.
A short while later, Mitchell pulled into his parking spot, switched off his Jeep�s engine and jumped out. He opened the door for Jen and looked over at the snow-covered grounds surrounding the headquarters building. Mitchell grinned when he saw a family of deer saunter their way across the open ground as if they owned the place. For all the kilometers of fencing and high-tech surveillance gear, the same family of deer somehow managed to make their way onto the complex whenever the mood struck them.
Mitchell took Jen by the arm and escorted her inside. After passing through the usual airport-style security screening, Jen gave Mitchell a quick kiss on the cheek and headed down into the basement of the building where the intelligence section kept its office.
With an hour before he had to meet with General O�Reilly, Mitchell decided to track down Jackson and see if he wanted a coffee. He found him in the weapons vault, busily cleaning his M4 carbine.
The coffee could wait.
Mitchell asked Gary Wallace, the man in charge of overseeing the storage of all the complex�s weapons and ammunition, for his rifle. He took a seat at a nearby table, disassembled his weapon, and began to give it a quick cleaning.
�Any word on who the mystery guest is?� asked Jackson as he reassembled his weapon.
�Apart from the fact that he�s flying up here from Texas, I know nothing about the man,� replied Mitchell, wiping down the trigger mechanism of his weapon.
Jackson grinned. �I figured since you�re sleeping with someone from the intelligence section that you might have some insight.�
�Not a word, she�s just as in the dark as we are.�
�Don�t you find it odd that we know nothing about this potential client? I mean, unless it�s a short-notice mission, like our trip to Liberia, we usually get a heads-up on what we�re getting into before we take on a new assignment.�
Mitchell shrugged his shoulders. �He must be one of those eccentric Howard Hughes-types that likes to keep to himself and shuns the spotlight.�
Thirty minutes later, with their weapons stored away, Mitchell and Jackson swung by the cafeteria, grabbed a couple of coffees, and made their way upstairs to the main briefing room.
Already seated in the room was Mike Donaldson. A tall Texan with a full head of white hair, Donaldson had been a lieutenant colonel, intelligence officer, with the U.S. Air Force before coming over to Polaris as the head of the intelligence section. He was wearing a beige turtleneck sweater and gray slacks that made him look like a university professor from the 1970s.
�I was wondering when you two might show,� said Donaldson.
Mitchell glanced over at the clock on the wall. �Hey, let�s have none of that today. We�re five minutes early.�
�For once,� replied Donaldson with a smile.
�I guess he knows us all too well,� remarked Jackson as he sat down in a high-backed, dark-blue, leather chair.
Mitchell said, �So Mike, what can you tell us about our mystery guest?�
�All I know is his name.�
�Which is?� asked Jackson.
�David Houston.�
�Well, they don�t get more Texan than Houston,� observed Mitchell.
A minute later, the door to the briefing room opened and in walked General O�Reilly.
As one, Mitchell, Jackson, and Donaldson respectfully rose to their feet.
O�Reilly was dressed in a snug, dark-gray suit for the meeting. For a man in his late fifties, O�Reilly kept himself in superb shape and still looked as if he could throw on his West Point uniform and play football with the current team. His head was smooth-shaven. His dark-brown eyes shone with a keen intellect. The only concession to growing older he allowed himself were the silver-rimmed reading glasses that he wore suspended around his neck.
A moment later, a man wearing a cream-colored cowboy hat on his head sauntered into the room. He wore blue jeans and an open-necked white shirt with an undone charcoal-colored jacket.
�Gents, may I present Mister David Houston,� announced O�Reilly.
�Sir,� replied all three men in unison.
�Please, call me Dave,� said Houston, sticking out his hand in greeting to Mitchell, his Texas accent coming on strong.
�Ryan Mitchell,� said Mitchell as he shook the man�s hand. It was the firm handshake of someone who worked hard for a living, not that of someone who sat behind a desk. Mitchell saw that Houston looked to be in his early sixties, fit, with dark-blue eyes, and had a wide rakish smile on his tanned face.
�Nate Jackson.� He shook Houston�s hand; like Mitchell, Jackson was surprised by the man�s strength.
�My God, you�re a big fellow,� exclaimed Houston. �You must have played football in college.�
�No, sir, I never went to college. I enlisted in the army the day I turned eighteen.�
�Well, that was Uncle Sam�s gain and some college�s loss,� replied Houston with a wink.
Mitchell grinned to himself. The man surely knew how to work a room.
�Mike Donaldson, at your service,� said Donaldson. Unready for Houston�s vise-like handshake, he grimaced in pain.
�Sorry about that, Mike,� Houston apologized as he let go of Donaldson�s hand. �Don�t know my own strength some days.�
�Sir, would you happen to be David Houston, owner of Olympus Space Technologies?� asked Donaldson.
�That I am,� he replied proudly.
�It�s quite an honor to meet you. Yours was the second civilian company to resupply the International Space Station.�
�We would have been first if the bureaucrats at NASA could have agreed on a launch date,� replied Houston, sourly.
O�Reilly offered Houston a seat at the table.
Houston sat down, removed his hat, and ran a hand through his thinning blond hair.
Tammy Spencer, O�Reilly�s personal assistant, opened the door and walked in carrying a silver serving tray. On it were five cups and a carafe of fresh coffee. Tammy wore a blue dress with a strand of pearls around her delicate neck. She was a beautiful African-American woman in her early thirties, who had lost a leg below the knee to a roadside explosive device in Iraq. Under her dress, she wore a state of the art prosthetic. Unless you knew of her injury, you would never have been able to tell that she had an artificial leg.
�Morning, Tammy,� said Mitchell with a smile.
Tammy shot him a not now look. They had played this harmless game ever since they had first met. Their friendship, however, was one of deep respect for each other. She set the tray down and went back to her desk.
O�Reilly poured his and Houston�s coffees; everyone else was on their own. As soon as everyone had a coffee, O�Reilly asked their guest how the flight from Dallas was.
Houston smiled. �When one has a fleet of private jets on standby, no flight is really ever that bad.�
His comment elicited a chuckle from the other men in the room.
�Mind if I borrow one for the weekend to fly my wife and me to Florida?� joked Jackson.
�If y�all can find what I�m looking for, I don�t see why not,� replied Houston seriously.
�I don�t know where this is going, but I�m in,� said Jackson.
�Why don�t we let Mister Houston tell us why he would like to hire our services first,� admonished O�Reilly. Sometimes he wondered if Mitchell and Jackson could do anything without the need to kid around.
Jackson sat back in his chair, grinning like a teenager.
�General, like I said, please call me Dave,� said Houston as he turned in his seat and fixed his deep-blue eyes on the three men sitting across the table from him.
�Gents, how much do you know about mining in outer space?� asked Houston.
�Practically nothing,� said Mitchell, answering for everyone.
�Well, it�s the next big thing, and you can tell yer kids that you heard it from me. I�m not talking about flying to Mars or other such nonsense, but actually mining minerals and bringing them back to the Earth from the Moon or perhaps from near-earth asteroids.�
�Not meaning to sound disrespectful, but that sounds a bit far-fetched,� said Mitchell.
�And expensive,� added Donaldson.
�Hear me out, fellas,� said Houston as he leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. �I�m not saying it�s going to be easy or even cheap, but trust me, it is going to happen. Private companies like mine will dig for precious minerals in outer space in the next decade or so.�
Houston paused to take a sip of coffee. �It may not be profitable in the near term. However, in the long run, once we have established the viability of mining in outer space, the profit margin will quickly and irrevocably swing into the black, and stay there forever.�
�Surely the government is planning to do the same thing,� said O�Reilly.
�General, as an American, I hate to say it, but NASA is nothing but a mere shell of its former self,� said Houston. �We don�t even have the capability to put a man in space anymore. For the foreseeable future, we�ll have to rely on the damned Russkies to get our people to and from the International Space Station. Can you believe it? The damned Russkies!�
Mitchell could tell that Houston was becoming quite perturbed.
Houston stood, jammed his thumbs into his brown leather belt, and began to pace the room. �Heck, even the Chinese are capable of launching their own astronauts into space. Where are we these days? Nowhere, I tell you. If it weren�t for private companies like mine, there would be nothing flying up to the space station from the United States.�
�Sir, with its limited budget, these days NASA is primarily focused on the launching of robotic probes to Mars and further out in the solar system,� explained Donaldson.
�That�s fine, but it doesn�t put food on the dinner table, now does it?�
�Sir � sorry, I mean Dave,� said Mitchell, feeling awkward about using Houston�s first name. �This is all very interesting, but unless someone has been keeping a really big secret from me, Polaris doesn�t have any astronauts capable of flying to the Moon to dig for gold.�
Houston laughed aloud and then took his seat. �Sorry boys, I was preaching a bit there. I do that from time to time. It�s just that I get so passionate about the fact that the rest of the world is passing us by in outer space, and our government is letting them. Iran, India, Japan, the Europeans, and even Israel, they�re all capable of launching their own satellites. It won�t be long before they start to put men in orbit too.�
�Sir, what exactly would you like us to do for you?� asked O�Reilly.
�Have any of you gents read anything about the Soviet Luna Program?� queried Houston.
Donaldson said, �If I remember correctly, the Soviets sent a series of robotic probes to the Moon to gather information. It was a program that ran from the 1960s all the way up to the mid-seventies.�
�Correct. However, do you know the history of Luna 15?�
�Not in any great detail,� replied Donaldson.
�Mike, it was a probe that was sent to the Moon the exact same time as our boys on Apollo 11,� explained Houston, looking straight into the eyes of the men sitting across from him.
�What�s so special about Luna 15?� asked Mitchell.
Houston�s eyes began to blaze; his voice grew excited as he spoke. �That particular probe was sent to gather samples of rock and dirt and then return them to the Earth. It would have allowed the Soviets to claim that they were the first nation to go to the Moon and return with a sample of rock.�
�What happened to it?� asked Donaldson. �As I recall we beat them to and from the Moon, and our astronauts returned with quite a few kilograms of rock from the surface. I don�t ever remember reading anything about a Soviet probe returning with a sample from the Moon before Apollo 11 splashed down in the Pacific Ocean.�
�Apart from a few lines in the morning papers announcing that the Luna 15 probe had been deliberately crashed into the Moon, there was nothing further written or said about that particular attempt by the Soviets to land a probe on the Moon,� explained Houston.
�Sir, what does this have to do with your coming here today?� politely asked O�Reilly, wishing that Houston would get to the point.
�General, to be blunt, that probe has everything to do with why I am here today,� said Houston. �Folks, the Luna 15 probe didn�t crash into the Moon. It landed as planned and a sample was drilled out of a nearby rock. The sample, weighing a mere one hundred grams, was placed in the probe�s return vehicle and launched back towards the Earth.�
�Then why was it reported as a failure?� asked Jackson.
�Because just like in sports, there�s no glory in coming in second place,� said Houston. �When the boys in Moscow crunched the numbers, they saw that their probe was going to arrive a few hours after Apollo 11 made it home. So they decided to scrub the mission and say that they crashed it rather than admit that they got licked.�
�What happened to the return vehicle and its sample?� asked Mitchell.
�It was reprogrammed to burn up in the atmosphere,� explained Houston. �However, I recently obtained information that proves that it didn�t burn up as planned. Instead, it landed somewhere in the South Atlantic.�
�The South Atlantic is a mighty big place, sir,� said Mitchell. �Besides, unless it soft-landed somewhere safe it�s going to be sitting on the bottom of the ocean under several kilometers of water.�
Houston smiled. �I know precisely where it landed, and boys, it�s sitting out there just waiting for someone to go and pick it up.�
�Where did it land?� asked O�Reilly.
�On Bouvet Island,� said Houston, slapping the table.
Jackson shook his head. �I�ve never heard of it.�
Donaldson said, �It�s an ice-covered island that is now a Norwegian dependency and is the remotest island in the world.�
�I guess that�s why you�re in the intelligence section, Mike,� said Jackson. �You�ve memorized a ton of UFI.�
�Sir, why is this probe so important to you?� asked O�Reilly. If his people were going to go looking for a missing piece of Russian hardware, he wanted to know why, or he wasn�t going to sign off on the mission.
�General, when I first learned the truth behind the Luna 15 probe from a contact in Russia, I grew intrigued. So I bought a copy of the original flight log which contained all of the technical data that the probe sent back to earth,� explained Houston. �The Soviets thought that they had destroyed every shred of evidence proving that Luna 15 had successfully landed on the Moon. However, one of the mission�s technicians secretly kept copies of everything. What the Soviets didn�t realize, or perhaps more likely didn�t care about at the time, was that the sample they dug out of the rock was almost pure platinum.�
Donaldson thought about it for a moment. �Platinum is one of the rarest elements found on earth. Annually, only a few hundred metric tons are dug up. Eighty percent of the world�s supply is in South Africa, and we all know that country is none too stable these days.�
�According to my scientist, after studying the data sent back by Luna 15, they concluded that there could be tons of it sitting just below the surface of the Moon waiting to be mined,� said Houston enthusiastically. �Now what I�d like to do is hire you gents to go down to Bouvet Island and find that probe for me. It�s essential that before I spend several hundred million dollars designing and launching a probe to the Moon to mine for platinum I want to be one hundred percent certain that what the Russkies found up there truly was platinum. The data says it is, but until I have the sample examined here on earth by an American, and not some goddamned Russkie scientist, there�ll always be an element of doubt in my mind.�
O�Reilly was intrigued. �Sir, before we agree to this assignment there a couple of things that need to be clarified.�
�Sure, what�s bothering you, General?�
�First off � why us? Looking for missing space probes is not what we do on a daily basis.�
�Fred Ward, my senior vice-president of operations, suggested you to me. He said he knew you from his time in the army.�
O�Reilly grinned. Fred Ward had commanded a special operations aviation regiment when O�Reilly was the commanding officer of Delta Force. �How is Fred these days?�
�He�s put on a few pounds and lost most of his hair. He looks like a monk if you ask me.�
�I doubt he�s changed that much.�
�No, he�s still full of piss and vinegar. That�s why I hired him. With him running operations, we�ve been able to double our space launch capabilities for the coming year.�
Mitchell leaned forward and said, �Mister Houston, I have to agree with the general. This isn�t in our job description.�
�I was told that this was an organization that could get things done and could be counted on to do it discreetly, with a minimum of fuss,� said Houston.
�That is all true,� agreed O�Reilly.
�Also, folks, I don�t want anybody jumping my claim. Industrial espionage is huge in my line of business. I have no doubt that my competitors will come sniffing around once they figure out what is going on.�
O�Reilly said, �Surely the return vehicle is still the property of the Russian government. There�d be hell to pay if they found out that someone had taken possession of some of their property. Also, any expedition on Norwegian territory would have to be cleared by their government.�
Houston smiled. �General, you and your people needn�t worry about a thing. I own Luna 15, lock, stock, and barrel. I bought it from the Russian government last year. Therefore, any part of the probe is mine to do with as I please. As far as the current Russian government is concerned, they think that I must be some kind of lunatic to buy the crashed remains of an old probe still sitting up there on the Moon. As for the Norwegians, I have already obtained the necessary permits to retrieve my property from Bouvet Island. As long as we remove only what belongs to me, the Norwegians are okay with you poking about on their island.�
Jackson said, �No disrespect, sir, but I doubt that it�s just lying out there waiting for us to come along and pick it up.�
�It could be under meters of ice,� added Donaldson. �Some glaciers gain up to thirty centimeters of new ice per year.�
�You�re both right,� said Houston. �When I learned where it had come down, I had one of my satellites pass over the island. Normally, it looks for oil. However, a simple reprogramming of its mission parameters and, wouldn�t you know it, my satellite found three possible spots not too deep under the ice where the return vehicle could be located.�
Mitchell looked over at O�Reilly. He could see in O�Reilly�s eyes that he was beginning to warm up to the idea of sending his team to look for the probe. �Sir, the assignment appears pretty straightforward. Logistics will the biggest problem that I can foresee.�
Houston jumped in. �Gents, I�ve taken the liberty of hiring an Argentinean ship which is currently being outfitted in Buenos Aires and should be ready to sail in the next seventy-two hours. I�ve been told that her captain has sailed the waters around Bouvet Island many times and is an old hand in the South Atlantic.�
Mitchell glanced at Jackson, who noncommittally shrugged his shoulders. If Mitchell decided that a trip inside a raging volcano was part of the mission, Jackson would have followed him.
Mitchell looked over at his boss. �Sir, Sam and Gordon are back home at her parents� place. They�re helping Sam�s mother clean up her late grandmother�s old home. I don�t expect them back for another week.�
�Gents, if manpower is an issue, I can hire a few men to help out,� said Houston.
�Perhaps,� said O�Reilly. He would never say it around a client, but he preferred to use his own people. It was safer that way. The element of uncertainty was removed when he used his own trusted and highly trained personnel. �Ryan can take a look through our personnel files. I�m sure he can find a couple of suitable replacements.�
�Excellent, so you�ll take the assignment?� said Houston, smiling from ear to ear.
�Let�s take a quick break and then continue this discussion in my office,� said O�Reilly to Houston.
Mitchell, Jackson, and Donaldson knew what was coming next and respectfully stood while O�Reilly escorted Houston out of the room.
The instant the door closed Mitchell chuckled. �Say, Mike, how come you don�t talk like that?�
�I�ve worked hard to lose my Texas twang,� said Donaldson. �Air Force Academy was hell enough without sounding like you had just walked off the farm.�
�Damned Russkies,� said Mitchell, doing an impersonation of Houston.
�Good thing Yuri wasn�t here,� said Jackson. �Speaking of him, do you think he can meet us in Buenos Aires before the ship leaves? That�s if the General takes the mission.�
�I don�t know. It�s really short notice and I haven�t heard from him in weeks,� replied Mitchell. Ever since meeting a young and beautiful police officer in Sierra Leone, Yuri had been extremely hard to reach. �Regardless, if I were you, Nate, I�d go shopping for some long underwear tonight. You just know the General and Mister Houston are busy working out the business details as we speak.�
Jackson shivered from his head to his toes.
�Well then, gents, if you�ll excuse me, I�d best head below and have Fahimah dig up everything she can on the Luna 15 probe and Bouvet Island for you two fine Northern gentlemen,� said Donaldson, playing up his Texan accent.
Fahimah Nazaria, a young Iraqi-American with multiple degrees in Middle-Eastern studies, was a favorite of Mitchell�s team and had worked closely with them, sometimes even coming out into the field.
Mitchell grabbed Jackson by the arm. �Come on, let�s see Tammy and get a printout of all the available personnel in Polaris who has experience with this sort of mission.�
�You know, I really don�t like the cold,� griped Jackson.
�Quit whining. Seriously, what could possibly go wrong on the remotest island in the world?�
�Do you want me to make a list?� said Jackson as he reached for a pad of paper.
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Maliy Lyakhovsky Island
Northern Siberia, Russia
Police Senior Lieutenant Anton Petrenko ignored the blustery, cold wind whipping through the darkened and eerily deserted camp. He was wearing a thick, blue police parka, with a ubiquitous brown fur cap jammed firmly on his head. His world-weary, bloodshot, slate-gray eyes moved from side to side as he studied every detail. He opened the door to the camp�s makeshift office, stepped inside and turned on his flashlight. He swore when he found a couple of his newer men standing inside trying to avoid the frigid wind. �If you don�t get outside right now, you�re all going to spend the next month working double shifts!� yelled Petrenko. As one, they scrambled back outside to look for clues.
A thirty-year veteran of the Russian Police, Petrenko had seen his country change from a Communist superpower to a European power that was governed by crooked former KGB men. The more things change, the more they stay the same, mused Petrenko. His deputy, Police Senior Sergeant Vladimir Vladov, had only hours ago woken him from a deep, vodka-induced sleep. Petrenko had to get his deputy to repeat the news a couple of times before it took hold in his fog-filled mind. Vladov reported that a police helicopter pilot had just flown over Maliy Lyakhovsky Island and found it abandoned. There were no signs of the almost fifty Russian and American students and their local support staff to be found anywhere. Petrenko roused himself out of his warm bed. Within an hour, Petrenko, his deputy Vladov, and a handful of junior policemen had commandeered the pilot and his helicopter and immediately flown back to Maliy Lyakhovsky.
They landed in a blowing snowstorm. Petrenko ordered his men to spread out and keep a watchful eye for any of the missing people. He doubted that he would find any of them alive, but if they were lucky, they just might stumble upon their frozen corpses.
The camp�s generator had run out of gas and ceased working several days ago, plunging the camp into complete darkness.
So far, they had found nothing. All of the tents were empty. The people�s sleeping bags, their clothes, and personal possessions still lay about inside the vacant tents. It was as if they had all just decided to go for a walk in the sub-zero temperatures.
None of what he saw made any sense.
He shone his flashlight around and began to dig through the paperwork lying about on the desks inside the main office. Petrenko didn�t see anything that would make him believe that anything other than a routine dig under the ice had been going on. He shook his head at the growing mystery and made his way back outside. Petrenko could see the light from his men�s flashlights, like so many lighthouses, reaching out into the dark.
The helicopter pilot walked over to Petrenko. He looked as white as a ghost. His hands were shaking. �Sir, no one had heard a word from the site in over a week. That was why I had decided to fly over the camp to check on the people working there. What I found was as welcoming as a graveyard.�
Petrenko nodded his head. The pilot was right. The camp was dead.
�Sir! Sir, over here,� called out a voice in the dark.
Petrenko turned his head. He could just make out through the swirling snowstorm his deputy standing beside a flimsy-looking wooden shack.
Petrenko walked over. �What is it? Have you found something?�
�I don�t know,� answered Vladov as he opened a flimsy wooden door and shone his flashlight down inside. �There�s a set of stairs cut into the ice. They lead down under the ground.�
Petrenko stepped inside the shack. With his flashlight held out in front of him, Petrenko cautiously climbed down into the pitch-black, icy tunnel system dug underneath the camp. A shiver ran up his spine. His wasn�t a superstitious man; however, it felt as if he were treading in a sacred, long-abandoned tomb.
Behind him climbed down Vladov. �Which way?� asked Vladov, shining his flashlight down a long tunnel running off the main passageway.
�You take that one,� replied Petrenko, pointing down the tunnel off to the side, �and I�ll take this one.�
Petrenko walked slowly, scanning the cold floor for clues. The farther he walked, the more he became convinced that someone had swept the entire area clean. There should have been signs on the ground that someone had been inside the tunnel. Unlike the surface, where the snow could cover a man�s tracks in minutes, the tunnel was protected from the elements; yet he did not find a single sign that anyone had ever been down there.
When Petrenko reached the end of the tunnel, he knelt down and slowly shone his flashlight along the icy wall. With his hand, he traced the outline of a square dug into the ice. Petrenko looked about; there were no other carvings in the walls.
Something had been carefully cut out of the ice. �What did you find down here?� muttered Petrenko to himself.
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Alvear Palace Hotel
Buenos Aires, Argentina
Built in 1932, in an upscale neighborhood of Buenos Aires, the Alvear Palace Hotel catered to visiting dignitaries, celebrities, and the very rich. Designed to resemble the classiest hotels in Paris, the Alvear Palace shone bright with its highly polished floors and dark-wood interior. At over six hundred dollars a night, Mitchell was surprised that Houston had insisted on putting them up there for a couple of days before they headed out to sea. Jen had jumped at the chance to visit Argentina on someone else�s dime. She eagerly volunteered to accompany Mitchell to Buenos Aires, so she could help bring the two newest members of his team up to speed with what was going on.
As they stepped from the elevator and out into the lobby, Jen and Mitchell took in the old-world splendor of the hotel as they strolled towards the hotel�s five-star dining room for a late breakfast. Both were dressed casually. Met at the entrance by the ma�tre d�, Jen and Mitchell were escorted to a quiet table on the far side of the restaurant.
With a smile, Nate Jackson stood and waved them over. Mitchell had never met the people they had selected to join them on this assignment. He had flown ahead to check on the arrangements for their trip out into the cold, unforgiving South Atlantic Ocean while Jackson had been left behind to chaperone the remainder of the team to Argentina.
With Jackson at the table were the two new people who would be coming to Bouvet Island. One was a short, Hispanic woman in her late forties with curly black hair and a pair of thick glasses perched on her nose. The other was a fit-looking man in his early thirties with wavy blond hair, deep-green eyes, good looks and a chiseled chin. Mitchell knew that he was an ex-SOF operator, a U.S. Navy SEAL.
�Morning everyone,� said Mitchell as he quickly introduced Jen and himself to the new people.
�Maria Vega,� said the Hispanic woman with a welcoming smile on her round face.
�Eric McMasters.� The blond-haired man didn�t look up at Mitchell. Instead, he smiled over at Jen.
Mitchell saw the look. Before he was ready, McMasters� hand reached over and gripped his tightly. Grinning, Mitchell played the game and squeezed back, hard, for a couple of seconds before letting go.
�You got quite a grip there, Ryan, for an Army Ranger,� said McMasters, shaking out his aching hand.
�Good thing you didn�t try that with Nate,� replied Mitchell as he pulled out Jen�s seat for her.
�I�m not that dumb. He probably would have broken my hand.�
Jackson shrugged noncommittally before taking his seat.
�Men,� said Jen, shaking her head.
A white-jacketed waiter came over and filled up everyone�s coffee cups before taking their breakfast order. With a nod of his head, he left them in peace.
�I�ve read your files, but why don�t you take a couple of minutes to introduce yourselves,� suggested Mitchell.
�I�ll start,� said Maria. �Before joining Polaris, I was a major in the U.S. Air Force. My last duty assignment was working in Space Command. I oversaw the surveillance of foreign satellites. While I was there, I wrote several papers for the Air Force on the history of the Soviet Luna program. I was working on my Ph.D. when General O�Reilly called me and asked me to join his organization.�
�What do you do at Polaris?� asked Jen. �I don�t ever recall seeing you around.�
�That�s because I�m not really there right now. I�m busy finishing my doctoral thesis on the history of the Soviet Space program.�
�Well, I�m glad you could come along to help us out,� said Mitchell earnestly. �I couldn�t tell you what a 1960s Soviet lunar probe looked like if one walked by.�
�Since General O�Reilly is picking up the tab for my education, and I may actually get to see a Soviet return vehicle up close, I couldn�t really say no.�
�Without sounding too harsh,� said Jackson, �how does a doctorate on the Soviet space program benefit Polaris?�
�I wondered the same myself when I was asked to come onboard,� replied Maria. �Unlike yourselves, I�m not and never will be an operator. When I finish my doctorate, I�m taking over from Margaret Young as the Chief Administrator for Polaris. She�s going to retire next year, and I�m going to replace her. My only condition to leaving the Air Force was that I first be allowed to complete my doctorate.�
Mitchell grinned and then said, �Well, Maria, when you take over the organization�s finances, please don�t scrutinize my team�s finances too closely. I�m not sure everything we do is legit.�
�Don�t worry,� replied Maria. �I�ve already been warned off by General O�Reilly to be creative with the books when it comes to you and your people.�
�And what�s your story, Eric?� said Mitchell.
�There�s really not a lot to tell. I was a Navy SEAL with tours in both Iraq and Afghanistan. I�m brand-spanking new to Polaris. I only joined the organization last month. I�ve been assigned to Bill Lancaster�s team, but as they�re out on assignment in Tunisia, I�ve been busy acclimating myself to life outside of the military. It�s a real culture shock coming from a life of twenty-four-seven to regular working hours and getting time off when you ask for it.�
�It can take some getting used to,� said Jackson. �For a full year, I kept wondering if I made the right choice. Don�t worry; you�ll soon adjust, and you�ll find that working in Polaris is a lot like being back in the military, less all the stupid chickenshit. Besides, there�s always the ex-officer or two that needs looking after.�
�Thanks for the vote of confidence,� said Mitchell with a mock look of pain on his face.
�Just calling it as I see it.� Jackson winked at Mitchell and then reached for the carafe of coffee to fill his cup.
Mitchell shook his head. �Bill Lancaster is a top-notch leader. He�s ex-airborne with a ton of practical experience. You�re lucky to be assigned to his team right out of the military.�
�Yeah, that�s what I was told,� replied McMasters.
Maria looked over at McMasters and smiled. �I understand why I�m here, but aside from being easy on the eyes, what do you bring to the team to help find the missing probe?�
�That�s simple,� replied McMasters. �I grew up in northern Alaska. For fun in the winter, I used to climb frozen waterfalls; the higher, the better! Crawling about on a glacier in the middle of nowhere will be like going home to me.�
�A Navy SEAL who likes climbing on ice,� said Jackson, shaking his head. �Do they come any dumber?�
Before McMasters could retort, Mitchell raised his hand and asked Jen to hand out the information packages that she had brought with her before the waiter returned with their food.
Jen reached into the brown leather briefcase by her side, dug out four manila folders, and handed them around.
�There really isn�t a lot of information on the Web about Bouvet Island,� said Jen. �It has an area of forty-nine square kilometers, ninety percent of which is covered by a glacier. There�s a very small research station on the island which is currently manned by a team of four Norwegian scientists studying climate change.�
�Where is the station?� asked Jackson.
�On the north-west corner of the island,� replied Jen. �There�s a picture of it in your folders. Also, you will find a map of the island and several satellite images of what could be wreckage under the ice from the space probe when it landed on the island back in 1969.�
�Awfully lonely-looking place,� said Maria as she examined the pictures in her folder.
�There are over one hundred thousand penguins and at least seventy thousand fur seals that call the island home,� said Jen.
�Since it�s December, what�s the weather going to be like on the island?� asked Jackson.
�Well, south of the equator, as I�m sure you all know, it�s summer down here,� said Jen. �The island is currently covered with clouds, and that�s not likely to change for some time. The temperature is quite balmy for the region. It�s hovering between a daytime high of thirty degrees Fahrenheit to a nighttime low of twenty-five.�
�We could sleep under the stars in that kind of weather,� said McMasters.
�Speak for yourself,� said Maria with a look of disgust on her face. �I�m not in the military anymore, so any creature comforts I can take with me, such as a tent, I intend to.�
Mitchell continued. �Since I expect us to be on the glacier for several days, I can assure you, Maria, that tents and all the usual trappings will be coming along with us.�
�How long do you think it will take for us to get there?� asked Maria.
�I spoke with the ship�s captain yesterday and barring any bad weather, we should arrive ten days after we set sail,� replied Mitchell.
�As long as there�s plenty of food on board for me to eat, I�ll be okay,� said Jackson as their breakfast arrived. When Jackson added that it could be their last good meal for quite some time, everyone at the table heartily dug in.
With a smile, Jen looked over at Mitchell. For the first time since they met, he was heading off on a long mission, which didn�t entail much risk at all. It was a welcome relief. She was planning to take the next flight back home to the States. From Polaris, she would work with Fahimah to provide Mitchell�s team with whatever information they had via satellite. She thought that it would all be over in a month, and then they could go on a late-Christmas holiday somewhere nice, warm, and relaxing.
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Bouvet Island
South Atlantic
The Southern Star dropped her anchor in the dark waters off Bouvet Island. The journey to the island had gone smoothly, arriving just after dark on the ninth day of their voyage. As expected, the island was hidden behind an impenetrable wall of fog.
Built as an Antarctic cruise ship, the Southern Star measured ninety meters in length with a beam of seventeen meters. Her hull was reinforced to protect it from the pack ice. It had a crew of forty and could comfortably host eighty passengers. Its clientele these days was mostly retirees that longed to see the pristine shores and myriad animals that lived on the world�s southernmost continent. On this trip, however, there were only four passengers.
Mitchell stood on the bridge and studied the image on the ship�s radar screen. The island appeared truly inhospitable. Tall cliffs climbed out of the ocean and reached up into the night sky. If the fog didn�t lift in the morning, they would have to land at the Norwegian weather station and then hike in from there. It was a prospect that Mitchell was dreading. He knew Jackson and McMasters could easily climb up onto the glacier; however, Maria had no experience in climbing and was not in great shape. He crossed his fingers and silently prayed for the fog to lift.
Mitchell looked over at the ship�s captain. Juan Carlos Serrano was a heavyset man in his early fifties with a thick, black beard. His tanned face was wrinkled from years at sea. His dark-brown, almost black, eyes shone brightly. He was in his element on the bridge. His crew knew that nothing escaped his sharp eyes. He was a perfectionist and expected the same from his crew.
�Any word from the Norwegian station yet, Captain?� Mitchell asked Serrano in Spanish.
�No, none,� replied Serrano in perfect English. �It�s damned peculiar, if you ask me.�
�Perhaps their radio is broken or their generator has stopped working.�
�Maybe,� said Serrano, absentmindedly running his hand over his thick, coarse goatee. �Once I put you ashore tomorrow I�ll send a party under one of my officers to check on the Norwegians. It could be nothing, but I�ll sleep better knowing that they�re all right.�
�Yes, of course,� replied Mitchell. His respect for the man grew with each passing day. It was evident that Serrano was a professional mariner who would never leave anyone in the lurch.
�You had best get some rest, Mister Mitchell. I suspect that the next few days will be a challenge for you and your people,� said Serrano.
�A wise suggestion,� replied Mitchell, taking that as his cue to leave the bridge. He made his way belowdecks, where he found the rest of his team sitting in the near empty lounge, watching an old western on a big-screen TV.
He grabbed an ice-cold can of Coke from the fridge and sat down beside Jackson.
�What�s the word?� asked Jackson as he filled his mouth with a handful of popcorn.
�I�m not saying until you share some of that popcorn,� replied Mitchell.
Jackson took another handful and passed the half-empty bowl over to Mitchell.
�If the fog doesn�t lift by the morning, I hate to say it, but we�re going in on foot,� replied Mitchell, taking some popcorn.
Maria groaned at the news.
�It won�t be all that bad,� said McMasters, trying to sound encouraging.
�Speak for yourself. Have you looked at the photos of the island? I�ll die before we get off the beach,� protested Maria.
�Well, let�s not worry about that right now,� said Mitchell. �I�m still counting on being flown over to the island in the morning.�
�Ah, the eternal optimist,� said Jackson.
�Better than being a pessimist,� replied Mitchell. �Fewer ulcers, too.�
Looking over at Maria, Mitchell said, �If we do have to walk in, do you want to change your planned search pattern?�
Maria shook her head. �No, I think it�s best if we stick to my original plan. We�ll start where I believe the trail of debris begins under the ice and follow it. The device storing the sample from the Moon could have become separated from the reentry capsule anywhere along the trail.�
Jackson turned off the movie. �I know I should have paid better attention during all of our meetings, but what exactly are we looking for?�
Maria shook her head. They had been over this topic several times before. With a forced smile, she said, �The reentry capsule is cylindrical and weighs about thirty-five kilos. It will have a hermetically sealed soil sample container built inside of it. The reentry capsule had a large heat shield on the bottom of it to help it survive the searing heat of reentry into the Earth�s atmosphere. If the data that Mister Houston provided to us is correct, the capsule successfully deployed its parachute and safely made it down to the ground.�
�How long is the debris field?� asked McMasters.
�About seventeen-hundred and thirty meters,� answered Maria.
�So just over a mile then,� said McMasters. �Even though we used it in the service, I still have to convert metric in my mind, so I understand what we�re talking about.�
�Doesn�t the size of the debris field bother you?� asked Jackson. �I mean, it seems a bit excessive for a relatively small space reentry capsule.�
�It�s very windy down here. With the parachutes fully deployed when it landed, the debris we see on the satellite images could be from the heat shield coming apart as the probe was dragged over the ice,� explained Maria.
Jackson nodded his head and then said, �Are you sure that the ground-penetrating radar we brought with us will be able to see through the ice?�
�Oh, most definitely,� responded Maria. �The version we placed on the back of one of our sleds is state of the art. Not only will we be able to see what is below the ice, the picture will be crystal-clear. It will be like looking at it as if the object were on the surface right beside us.�
�And you�ll have no problem spotting what we�re looking for?� asked McMasters.
�None,� replied Maria confidently.
�That�s good, because I don�t fancy digging through meters of ice only to find that we�ve dug up the wrong thing,� said Jackson.
Mitchell shook his head and then fixed his gaze on Jackson and McMasters. �Well, now that you two have both challenged Maria�s competency and lost badly, I suggest we all hit the sack. Let�s meet back here for breakfast at 0600 hours and see if the weather has changed for the better.�
Maria stood, stretched her arms over her head, yawned, and left the room followed a minute later by McMasters.
Mitchell waited until he was sure that they were alone. He looked over at Jackson and said, �Nate, there�s one other thing you should know. There�s still been no contact with the Norwegian weather station on the island.�
�Does the captain suspect foul play?�
�I don�t think so. However, Houston did warn us that rival companies could be after the soil sample.�
�I know, but I can�t believe that anyone would harm a bunch of scientists for a sample of dirt. Heck, the Norwegians probably don�t even know that a probe crashed on their island. I bet Houston fed them a line about a lost weather balloon or some other cock-and-bull story.�
�All we can go on, for now, are the facts. We haven�t had contact with the station for over forty-eight hours. Once we�re ashore tomorrow, Captain Serrano is sending a landing party to check on them.�
�What are we going to tell Maria and McMasters?�
�I�ll decide that in the morning. I�m really starting to miss Yuri, Sam, and Gordon. If they were here, I�d feel a hell of a lot better about this situation.�
Jackson nodded his head. �I also wish we were going in armed.�
�Unfortunately, it was one of the conditions that Houston had to agree to before the Norwegians would give him a permit to look for the satellite. They don�t allow weapons of any kind on the island.�
�Still, I wish we had something in case someone was to come nosing around.�
�Yeah, I agree with you, but we�re stuck honoring the agreement made by Mister Houston. Come on, old friend, it�s time to get some shuteye. Oh-six-hundred is going to come awfully early tomorrow.�

The next morning, Mitchell bounded into the dining room wearing a smile a mile wide.
�What�s up with you?� asked Jackson, �Did you win the lottery last night?�
�Not exactly, but the next-best thing,� replied Mitchell. �The wind shifted in the middle of the night and took the fog with it, so we can fly over to the island right after breakfast.�
�That�s great news,� said a relieved Maria.
�Wait, there�s more,� said Mitchell. �The Norwegian weather station came back on the air at about five this morning. It would appear that there was water in the fuel for their generator. After switching out the filters, they were able to get their generator up and running.�
�That is good news,� said Jackson.
�Captain Serrano said that he was going to give them some untainted fuel to keep their generator going until the resupply ship arrives next month.�
�When�s he going to do that?� asked McMasters.
�After we�re set up on the glacier. For now, we�re his primary focus,� replied Mitchell.
�So when do you want us up on the helipad?� asked Jackson as he shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth.
Mitchell glanced down at his watch. �Let�s RV there with all of our gear at 0800 hours; that should give everyone a chance to finish packing.�
�Sounds good,� said Jackson standing up, �it�ll give me a chance for seconds.�
Mitchell shook his head and then joined his friend as he walked back into the kitchen.

From the air, Bouvet Island, to Mitchell, looked quite bleak and hostile. Its tall, dark cliffs jutted out of the ice-cold waters of the South Atlantic to meet the thick glacier covering almost the entire island. He couldn�t imagine how the Norwegian scientists could stand being cooped up on the island for months at a time.
Their bright-red, AS365 Eurocopter flew straight for the island. The pilot, an ex-Argentine Coast Guard officer, felt the strong winds coming off the slate-gray ocean beneath the speeding helicopter and adjusted his elevation accordingly. Bringing the helicopter up into the clear, blue sky, the pilot banked over and headed straight towards the place that Mitchell had chosen for their camp just below Olav�s Peak, the highest point on the island. After a quick fly past, the pilot selected a smooth spot and expertly brought the helicopter in to land on the bleak, frozen landscape.
Mitchell felt the helicopter hover for a moment just before its wheels smoothly touched down. He pulled open the door and jumped outside. Right away, he could feel the cool rotor wash from the Eurocopter�s powerful engines pushing down on him. He turned around and helped Maria climb down, followed closely by Jackson, who reached back inside and started to pull out their rucksacks. Mitchell assisted as McMasters gently removed the sled with the ground-penetrating radar on it. A few minutes later, they had their tent and all of their supplies with them on the glacier. Mitchell stepped back so the pilot could see him and gave a quick wave.
With a wave back, the pilot gently applied more power to the engines. Slowly, the helicopter edged forward and began to climb up into the sky. The deafening sound of the rotor blades cutting through the air quickly disappeared, replaced with silence.
Mitchell watched the helicopter as it disappeared from sight behind the tall ice-covered peak before heading back out to sea. He took comfort from the fact that it would be on standby on the Southern Star�s helipad, ready to come pick them up should they need an emergency extraction. Help was only fifteen minutes away.
�Here,� said Jackson as he handed Mitchell a pair of metal crampons for his boots.
Mitchell sat down on his rucksack and attached the crampons to the bottom of his boots. With their sharp metal teeth, the crampons were essential for walking about on the glacier. Mitchell stood up and stomped his feet into the ice. It was like being glued in place.
Mitchell looked over at Jackson and said, �Okay. Nate, you and McMasters can set up camp while Maria and I get the radar up and running.�
�Sounds fair,� replied Jackson as he zipped up his dark-blue, down-filled parka.
Unlike Jackson, Mitchell had already undone his heavy down parka and pulled off his fleece toque. He had grown up on a farm in Minnesota, where it got cold in the winter and stayed that way for months at a time. Even without the sun shining down on the glacier, the temperature was hovering around freezing. As far as Mitchell was concerned, it wasn�t cold, not even close. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that McMasters had also removed some of his clothing. Only Jackson and Maria thought that it was cold outside.
Mitchell helped Maria set up and then calibrate the ground-penetrating radar. It took an hour. In that time, Jackson and McMasters erected their bright-orange, four-person tent and packed away all the unnecessary stores under a red plastic tarp, secured by long metal pegs to the ice. With everything set, Mitchell suggested that Jackson put some rations on to cook while he and Maria took the radar for a test drive over the closest metal debris buried under the ice. Jackson didn�t have to be told twice. He eagerly grabbed a box of military rations, selected four meals, and soon had them cooking.
Mitchell and Maria dragged the sled over to a long flat stretch of ice about fifty meters from their camp. Maria reached down and switched on the GPR. It instantly came to life. An image of rocks ten meters below the surface of the ice came up on the radar�s view screen.
�How far into the ice can this model penetrate?� Mitchell asked Maria as he looked down at the image on the screen.
�Up to fifteen meters,� she replied. �I�m hoping that the recovery vehicle isn�t that deep, or we�re going to be digging for days.�
Mitchell cringed. �Well, let�s hope that it�s resting just below the surface. I�m in no mood to spend days digging through the ice only to find that we�ve found an old stove or a pile of rusted food cans.�
�It shouldn�t come to that. When we find something, I can take a picture of it, and using the software on my laptop, I can make a 3-D image of it for us to study. It shouldn�t be too hard to spot what we�re looking for once we find it.�
�I like your optimism,� said Mitchell.
Maria said, �I don�t want to be out here a minute longer than I have to. You gentlemen may like crawling about and getting dirty. I, however, think that staying in a four-star hotel is roughing it.�
Mitchell chuckled. �Come on, let�s give this thing a try before lunch.�
With that, they plugged a route into the GPS mounted on the sled and gently began to push the sled over the ice. At first, nothing interesting appeared on the screen, but then, one after another, long, jagged pieces of metal began to appear. Maria took a picture of each and recorded its location with the GPS, in case they wanted to come back later and dig up what they had found.
�What do you think those are?� Mitchell asked as he studied the images on the screen.
�Hard to tell; could be pieces of the heat shield,� said Maria as she studied the image on the screen. �I won�t know until I take a better look at the pictures on my laptop.�
�Lunch is served,� called out Jackson.
�Come on,� said Mitchell. �Let�s grab a bite to eat and take a look at what we�ve found on your computer.�
Maria saved what she had on her flash drive, switched off the GPR and followed Mitchell back over to their tent. She crawled inside, found her laptop, and turned it on. She grabbed a folding chair, opened it, and sat down. While she waited for her laptop to boot up, she gladly accepted her boil-in-the-bag meal from Jackson. Maria smiled when she saw that it was her favorite, Mediterranean chicken.
�What have you got?� Mitchell asked Jackson as he checked out his meal of chicken fajitas.
Jackson grinned and then said, �Chili and beans.�
�Well, ain�t that special. I know how your stomach reacts to spicy food. So my man, you�re definitely sleeping out under the stars tonight,� said Mitchell.
�How come I got stew?� grumbled McMasters, looking unenthusiastically down at his meal.
�Luck of the draw,� replied Jackson.
�Okay, I see how this is going. I�m making supper tonight and we�ll see what you get,� said McMasters, eyeing Jackson.
Maria opened the file on her flash drive. She grabbed her glasses, set them on her nose, and enlarged the images taken of the debris under the ice, studying each one in detail, trying to see if there was anything recognizable about the objects. She sat there with a scrunched-up face, scrutinizing the pictures, when it hit her. Something else had crashed on the island. Looking over at Mitchell, she said, �Ryan, I hate to say it, but we may have a problem here.�
Mitchell placed his meal down, walked over beside Maria, and looked down at the images on her laptop screen. �What is it? What�s wrong?�
Maria pointed at the screen and said, �These pieces of metal are too deep in the ice to have landed here forty-five years ago. If I were to hazard a guess, I�d say that whatever is down there crashed on the island sometime in the 1920s or early 1930s.�
�I don�t remember Jen saying anything about a plane crashing on the island,� said Jackson.
�Neither do I,� replied Mitchell.
�It�s a nuisance that we could do without,� said Maria. �However, I�m confident that I will be able to tell the difference between the probe and the plane�s debris by the depth at which it�s found in the ice. Unfortunately, with two objects buried under the ice, it�s going to slow us down somewhat.�
�By how much?� asked Mitchell.
�At least two, maybe three days more than anticipated,� said Maria, wishing it wasn�t so.
�Wonderful,� muttered Jackson as he shoveled a spoon full of chili into his mouth.
Mitchell grabbed their satellite phone and called Captain Serrano to let him know that they had set up their camp and that they might need a little more time on the glacier than originally envisioned. After that, he got in touch with Jen and told her the same thing. Before he ended the call, he asked her to look into any reports from the twenties and thirties relating to airplanes that had been reported missing in the area around Bouvet Island.
Mitchell set the phone down, looked over at Jackson and said, �Well, I guess we had best get back to work. Hopefully, Jen comes up with something; if not, we may have a chance to solve an eighty-year-old mystery as well as find a missing Soviet space probe.�
�Lucky us,� replied Jackson.
�In order to speed things up, I suggest that you gentlemen work the GPR while I tag along with my laptop and check the findings as you make them,� said Maria.
�What�s the life of your laptop battery?� asked Mitchell.
�Six hours, max,� replied Maria.
�Okay then, for now we�ll work in four-hour shifts to allow sufficient time to recharge Maria�s computer battery. I�ll push the sled for the first couple of hours. Nate and Eric mark the debris we find with these,� said Mitchell as he dug into a box and pulled out a handful of bright pink flags.
�I quit the army for this?� moaned Jackson. Mitchell knew that it was all an act; Jackson just loved busting his chops around new people.
�Here, have fun,� said Mitchell, handing the flags to Jackson.
Maria walked back over to the sled, turned the GPR on, and walked beside Mitchell while he gently pushed the lightweight toboggan along the path they had selected earlier. Behind them, Jackson and McMasters traded quips about how their lives had turned out since leaving the military.
Four hours later, with close to one hundred flags spread out behind them, Mitchell decided that they�d done enough for one day.
It was already getting dark. Fog soon crept up over the cliffs, blanketing the island. It was going to be a cold and damp night.
During supper, Jen called Mitchell back and said that she could only find references to two missing aircraft. The first was a Dornier Do J flying boat reported missing in November, 1923. The second was a British Royal Navy non-rigid airship that vanished without a trace in 1932. A shiver ran up his spine. Mitchell couldn�t imagine being marooned on such a bleak and cold world. It would have been an awfully sad and lonely way to perish. He thanked Jen for the information and then stepped outside of their tent to a switch on their portable, gas-powered generator. A second later, the camp�s lights lit up like a bright beacon on a desolate dark sea of ice.
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Prime Minister�s office
Moscow, Russia
Vasily Muratov stared down at the open file on his desk. He pursed his lips and reread the one-page memorandum, line by line, digesting every word. As the former head of the Federal Security Service, the successor to the dreaded KGB, Muratov had once been privy to the many secrets that Russia didn�t want the world to know. Most of his time in the FSS had been spent cracking down on organized crime, which, like so many bad weeds, had begun to flourish the instant the Communist state fell. However, what he saw before him was a secret from the past, one that until today had been kept locked away in the darkened vaults of an old KGB warehouse.
In his mid-fifties, Muratov was a handsome man, with cognac-brown eyes and a warm smile. He wore five-thousand-dollar suits flown in from Paris, and shoes handmade in Italy. An astute politician, he was one step from becoming the President of the Russian Federation. He had been personally selected by the current president to fill the position of Prime Minister, an administrative role in which he oversaw the administration of the Russian government in accordance with the wishes of the president. The last thing Muratov needed was a scandal occurring on his watch; not with the next presidential election looming around the corner.
In the corner of the room, a clock chimed.
Standing patiently in front of Muratov was the man who had delivered the bad news. Pavel Zharov was Muratov�s chief of staff and loyal friend from his days in the FSS. A thin man with a nervous disposition, Zharov was known for his loyalty to his boss, and his analytical mind, which bordered on genius.
�Are you absolutely positive about this information?� Muratov asked Zharov, praying that a horrible mistake had been made.
�Sir, I personally went to the head of Directorate X and demanded to see his notes before I came to you with this information,� said Zharov. Directorate X was part of the FSS, responsible for the gathering of scientific and technical intelligence, internal and external, to the Russian Federation.
�And?�
�Sir, the evidence is irrefutable. Luna 15 did not burn up in the atmosphere as had been officially reported to the Central Committee of the old Soviet Union in 1969. Instead, it landed on Bouvet Island in the South Atlantic.�
�Pavel, we both know that in the intelligence community nothing is irrefutable. How can Directorate X be sure of their findings?�
Zharov cleared his throat. �Sir, a poor choice of words perhaps; the facts are as follows. When Luna 15 was on its return flight back to Earth, carrying a small amount of soil from the Moon�s surface, a decision was made at the highest levels to terminate the mission. The return vehicle was hastily reprogrammed to burn up on reentry. However, the calculations were off and the probe survived. It was last tracked by one of our radar installations in Cuba, coming down in the South Atlantic somewhere around Bouvet Island.�
�Interesting. However, not still definitive. Pavel, as a betting man, you should know that the chances of a probe landing on an island in the South Atlantic would be astronomical. Why do you believe that it is there?�
�One of our men at the embassy in Buenos Aires recently learned of an expedition to the island financed by David Houston.�
Muratov thought about the name for a second and then said, �I�ve read about him. He�s an American multi-billionaire who made a fortune from his company�s oil rigs in the Gulf of Mexico and now has a burgeoning interest in space exploration and mining.�
�Correct, sir. One of his company�s rockets recently delivered supplies to the ISS.�
�It could all be coincidence. The man probably has more money than brains. He could be looking for oil in the South Atlantic.�
�Sir, our man said that the ship sailed with absolutely no oil exploration equipment on it. In fact, it only had four passengers on board.�
Muratov sat back in his green leather high-backed chair and locked his eyes on Zharov. His voice became somber. �Is he positive that it sailed with only four passengers?�
�Yes sir, he is adamant that only four people boarded the ship before it sailed. He even managed to take a picture of one of the men. He has been identified as Ryan Mitchell. The man is a former American soldier who is currently employed by a private security company that operates worldwide,� explained Zharov as he handed over a picture of Mitchell chatting with the ship�s captain. �Sir, you should also know that a couple of years ago, Houston bought the rights to Luna 15 from our government. It�s his to do with as he pleases. As far as our bureaucrats and the world are concerned, Luna 15 is still on the Moon.�
�Now that is interesting,� said Muratov as leaned forward and placed his hands together on his desk. �If Houston is looking for the probe, the question is, why? The American Apollo missions brought back kilograms of rock and dirt from the Moon�s surface. What is so special about Luna 15�s sample?�
�Sir, the files do not say. All I could find were some photocopied pages. The original file was marked Red Banner � Chairman�s Eyes Only.�
Muratov�s eyes widened. His heart began to race. �My God, Pavel, what could be so secret that only Leonid Brezhnev himself could read the file?�
Zharov shrugged his shoulders. �Sir, I have no idea. Whatever they wanted to keep a state secret in 1969 is about to fall into the hands of an American who, according to his file, is very ambitious and is not afraid to speak openly about his disdain for this country.�
�Pavel, we must get our hands on the probe,� said Muratov resolutely.
�Yes sir, we could have a detachment from the Special Operations Group on their way to Buenos Aires within a matter of hours. They could board the ship when it docks and seize the probe before anyone knew what was going on.�
Muratov shook his head. �No, my old friend, this will take a little more discretion than the boys in the Special Operations Group are capable of displaying. If you need something broken, they are the men to use; however, I want this done quietly, very quietly. With an election next year, this cannot come back on me. I want you to look outside of the normal channels and find me someone who is able to carry out this assignment with the utmost secrecy. Do you still have connections in the Black Ops world?�
Zharov smiled. �Sir, I know of one or two organizations that, for the right price, will be able to pull this off.�
�Pavel, price is of no interest to me. Pay them whatever they ask. I want that probe brought back to Russia; barring that, I want it and the soil sample destroyed.�
�Yes, sir, I understand fully.� With that, Zharov left the room to make a few discreet calls to connections he still maintained with several mercenary team leaders in Europe and North America.
Muratov suddenly felt tired and drained. He sat back in his chair and stared over at the far wall, at a painting of Marshal Kutuzov, the man who had saved Russia from Napoleon in winter of 1812. Muratov wondered if he was facing the same threat to his country�s existence now and if was strong enough to rise up and face the coming challenge. He closed his eyes for a moment, and then let out a deep sigh. He trusted Zharov to sort things out. There isn�t a better man in Russia to have at one�s side, thought Muratov. Opening his eyes, Muratov quickly scribbled a note for his executive assistant to pass to the president saying that he was taking a couple of weeks leave in the Crimea. No matter what happened next, Muratov didn�t want it sticking to him, not when the power of the presidency was so close that he could taste it.
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Bouvet Island
South Atlantic
After three days painstakingly reviewing each find, Maria had come to the conclusion that the debris under the ice could not have come from the missing Royal Navy airship. It had to be the destroyed remains of the Dornier Do J. Everyone was beginning to wonder if the Soviet probe had actually landed safely on the island. So far, they had not found a single piece of the return vehicle. If they didn�t come across something soon, Mitchell knew that they would have to abandon the project and let Houston know that it had all been a wild-goose chase.
�Anyone for lunch?� asked Jackson, as he stretched out his tired and aching back. Sleeping on a cot was far from his favorite thing to do. However, the other option, sleeping on the ice, was even less appealing to him.
�Sure, why not,� replied McMasters as he looked up at Olav�s Peak, just visible through the swirling fog still gripping the island.
�Maria, feel like taking a break?� asked Mitchell, letting go of the sled. When she didn�t respond, he looked over and saw her staring down intently at her laptop. �Find something?�
�Yes!� screamed out Maria, jumping up into the air. Full of excitement, she ran over beside Mitchell and showed him the image on the computer screen.
�What is it?� asked Mitchell.
�It�s the heat shield,� said Maria with a smile a mile wide.
�Are you sure?�
�Positive,� replied Maria. �It�s too near the surface of the ice to have come from the other wreck, and it conforms to the size and shape of the probe�s heat shield. My God, it�s really here.�
Mitchell looked at the image on the screen. It looked like a thick tire trapped in the ice. If Maria said that it was the heat shield, who was he to argue with her?
�How far under the ice is the heat shield?� asked Mitchell.
�Just over a meter, not half as bad as I had first envisioned,� said Maria, still smiling.
Mitchell turned to his colleagues and told them to head back to the camp, fix lunch, and return with it. They were going to work through the afternoon. Two hours later, they found several of the probe�s antennae that had been ripped off when it was dragged across the glacier by its parachutes. Jackson and McMasters stopped marking the ice behind them with flags; instead, they hovered near Maria like a pair of curious kids, peering over her shoulder, watching as each new discovery was made. Another hour passed, when suddenly Maria told them to stop what they were doing and look down at the screen on the GPR.
�My God,� said Mitchell when he saw the twisted and bent debris of the missing seaplane resting at a steep angle under the ice.
�There must have been a deep crevice here at one time,� surmised Maria. �The plane must have slid along the ice until it came to a halt inside the fissure.�
�What is that odd shape beside the plane?� asked Mitchell, pointing to a gray area on the screen.
�The GPR is reading a void in the ice. A cave or gap, perhaps,� said Maria.
�Poor bastards probably died on impact,� said Jackson, shaking his head as he looked at the image on the screen.
�Maria, what�s that?� asked McMasters, pointing at an object on the screen.
Maria let out a low whistle. �That, gentlemen, is the remainder of the return vehicle. You can see the distinct cylindrical shape where the soil sample would be stored and the smudge on the screen beside it has to be its parachutes trapped with it under the ice.�
�How deep would you say it is?� asked Mitchell.
�It�s a little deeper than the heat shield. There must have been a depression in the ice when it finally came to rest. I�d say that it�s sitting at just under two meters under the ice.�
�Child�s play,� said Jackson sarcastically.
�Quit whining. We have plenty of power tools,� said Mitchell. �Shouldn�t take us more than a few hours to dig it out, and then we can all go home.�
Maria smiled at the thought of going home. �No offense to you fine gentlemen, but you could all use a good shower.�
�I don�t stink that bad,� complained Jackson, pretending to take a quick smell under his fleece top.
�Yeah, trust me, she�s right. You do,� said Mitchell to his friend.
�Ryan, I think it�s too late in the day to start digging,� said McMasters, looking over at the gray horizon.
�Yeah, I think you�re right,� replied Mitchell. �I�ll make a few calls after supper. We�ll have an early night and get up at dawn tomorrow morning. We can get right to work and with a little bit of luck, we�ll be back on board the Southern Star tomorrow evening and on our way home.�
�Amen to that,� added Maria.
As they all walked back to their camp, no one noticed McMasters reach into a jacket pocket and press a button on a small, but powerful transmitter that he had hidden there. Within minutes, a ship that had been waiting silently two hundred kilometers away turned north and began to sail at full speed for Bouvet Island.

The next morning, the sun crept up on the horizon, bathing the sky in a deep-pink hue. With a cup of steaming-hot coffee in his hand, Mitchell walked over and looked down at the spot in the ice where the recovery vehicle was entombed. For a few minutes, he pondered their next move. For tools, they had a metal tripod with a heavy-duty winch for lifting the device out of the ice, a couple of chainsaws, several axes, and a gas-powered drill. Although Jackson was keen on it, explosives were out of the question. They couldn�t risk damaging the probe.
�Ideas?� said Mitchell, looking over at his companions.
�As I see it, we can cut out a large square using the chainsaws and then hack our way down from there,� said Jackson.
�It�ll have to be big enough for a couple of men to stand in while they work,� added McMasters. �We can take turns chipping away the ice.�
Mitchell looked over at Maria, who was covered from head to toe in warm clothing in the cold morning air.
She pulled down her scarf so she could be heard. �I�ve never done anything like this before. The key thing to remember is not to damage the outer casing of the recovery vehicle. We�ll have to leave it covered with several inches of ice when we pack it away. Houston�s people will undoubtedly be better suited than we are to complete the retrieval process back home in the States.�
�Makes sense,� said Mitchell. �Once we have it up on the surface, I�ll call Captain Serrano. He can have a container flown over to us. We can put the probe in there and keep it on ice until we reach port in Argentina.�
�Okay then, watch out!� said Jackson, firing up one of the chainsaws. With a loud roar from the powerful cutting tool�s engine, Jackson effortlessly cut into the ice. Chips of ice flew skyward as Jackson began to carve out an area for them to stand on while they dug for the probe.
After several hours of backbreaking work, they had dug down more than a meter; the recovery vehicle could be seen resting in the ice, as could the cracked-open tail section of the doomed flying boat. All three men stood silent and stared down into the back of the plane clearly visible through the ice. A chill ran up Mitchell�s spine as he thought of the doomed pilots probably still trapped in their seats.
Maria walked over and dug out her camera from her parka pocket. �Could you gentlemen please climb out of the hole? I need to take some pictures of the plane�s tail section for the British and Norwegian authorities.�
�Sounds good to me,� said Mitchell, wiping the sweat from his brow. �I could use a drink.�
�Me too,� added Jackson. �Are you buying?�
�Only if you like water.�
�Cheapskate,� replied Jackson as he climbed out of the hole and pulled Mitchell up onto the glacier surface.
Mitchell was pleased to see that there wasn�t a cloud in sight. If the weather had turned on them, it would be doubtful if the Southern Star�s helicopter would be able to fly over to pick them up later in the day.
McMasters handed Mitchell a cup of water.
Mitchell thanked him, quickly gulped down the drink, and asked for a refill. For a brief second, Mitchell thought he heard a noise in the distance. He slowly turned his head and looked out over the glacier. A couple of seconds later, he heard it again; it was the unmistakable sound of a helicopter�s rotor blades cutting through the air.
Mitchell looked over at McMasters and asked, �Did Serrano call and say that he was sending the helicopter over early?�
McMasters shook his head. �The phone hasn�t rung the whole time I�ve been up here.�
�Odd, the sound seems to be coming from the south,� said Jackson. �Our ship is anchored to the north of the island.�
�Perhaps the pilot is taking the scenic route,� said McMasters.
A moment later, an all-gray Huey helicopter popped up on the horizon. Flying barely meters above the glacier, the helicopter, like a massive bird of prey, flew straight towards them.
�That�s not ours,� said Jackson.
�Argentine Navy?� asked McMasters.
�They don�t use Hueys,� said Mitchell. �Only their army does and we�re way too far away from the mainland for one to fly here. This is really odd.�
Within seconds, the helicopter was over the dig site, hovering in the air for a moment while the pilot selected a flat spot to put down.
Mitchell�s gut told him that something was about to happen. He quietly cursed the Norwegians and their no-weapons rule. A second later, he turned his head to block the bitterly cold wind whipped up by the helicopter�s rotor blades as it descended.
The moment the landing struts touched the ice the helicopter switched off its engine and the side doors were flung open. Four armed men wearing chemical warfare suits jumped down onto the glacier and ran straight at Mitchell�s team.
Jackson went for an axe.
A shot rang out.
Ice flew up into the air, mere millimeters from Jackson�s hand.
Slowly standing back up, Jackson raised his hands.
�Don�t move,� warned one of the men as he pointed his weapon at Mitchell�s stomach. The rest of the armed men quickly took up positions covering Jackson and McMasters.
One of the men bent down and dragged Maria out of the hole in the ice. Terrified, she was roughly pushed over beside Jackson, who glared at the intruders as he stepped in front of Maria and protected her with his body.
Mitchell was stunned. The last thing he could have ever imagined were intruders in protective clothing descending up the island. He�d expected one of Houston�s competitors to find out what was going on and come snooping around, but not this. �What do you want?� Mitchell asked the man pointing a gun at him.
�The probe,� replied the man, his voice muffled under his gas mask �Do you have it?�
Mitchell knew there was no point in lying. �Not yet. It�ll take about an hour, maybe two to finish digging it out.�
�Then I suggest that you and Nate get back to work,� said McMasters as he pulled out a 9mm pistol from his jacket and pointed it at Mitchell�s head.
�You lousy son of a bitch,� swore Jackson.
�Maria, move over here by me,� ordered McMasters.
�You�re going to kill me,� said Maria, her voice full of fear.
�Hardly. I need you to positively identify the probe once it is out of the ice,� replied McMasters.
Maria hesitated.
�Maria, now!� yelled McMasters.
Shaking like a leaf, Maria stepped out from behind Jackson. Grabbed by one of the men, she was dragged over to McMasters.
�If you harm one hair on her head, I�ll tear your heart out with my bare hands,� growled Jackson.
�Please, Nate, you are in no position to threaten me or anyone else with your foolish heroics. Now get to work or I�ll shoot Mitchell in the gut. You can watch him writhe in agony until he dies,� said McMasters coldly as he turned the barrel of his pistol in Mitchell�s direction.
�Easy does it, McMasters, or whatever your name is, we�ll do as you say,� said Mitchell as calmly as he could.
The air was electric; all it would take was a spark for things to turn deadly in the blink of an eye. Mitchell slowly bent down and grabbed an ice pick. Looking over at Jackson, he said, �Nate, pick up your axe and get back in the hole.�
With a look that could kill in his eyes, Jackson nodded, picked up his axe and climbed back down into the hole, beginning to chip away at the ice. A couple of moments later, Mitchell joined him. Side by side, they hacked away, both knowing that the instant the probe was out of the ice, they would all be killed.
�Any ideas?� Jackson asked under his breath.
�None yet,� replied Mitchell. �Don�t dig too fast; I need time to work out a plan.� Looking down at his feet, Mitchell could see down into the damaged tail section of the lost plane. �Nate, move a bit away from the probe and see if you can�t make an opening right above the plane.�
�Captain, I like your creativity, but I don�t think it�ll fly.�
�You�re right, but if all else fails, it just became part of my escape plan,� said Mitchell with a rakish grin.
Jackson adjusted his position. With a loud grunt, he brought his axe down onto the ice, sending chips flying everywhere. If Mitchell had a plan, not matter how harebrained it was, Jackson would dig clear through the glacier if he had to.
Ninety minutes later, with a thick metal chain wrapped around the ice-shrouded probe, Mitchell and Jackson handed their axes up to the guards above them and climbed out of the hole. Their shirts were soaked in perspiration.
Mitchell was surprised to see that McMasters had changed into a chemical suit. However, he had left it undone around the neck. His gas mask hung down on his chest.
�Move over there,� ordered an armed guard, indicating to a spot a few meters away from the hole. With a shrug of his shoulders, Mitchell and Jackson did as they were told.
McMasters, still holding Maria by the arm, stepped back from the block of ice as two of his men hauled it up.
Mitchell saw the obvious fear McMasters and the others had for the ice-covered probe, and he wondered just what was hidden inside the device. It had been standard practice in the early days of the Apollo program to quarantine the astronauts when they returned from the Moon. However, it was dropped when it was shown that they weren�t carrying any extraterrestrial pathogens with them from the Moon�s surface.
McMasters said, �Maria, I want you to confirm that this is the probe we were looking for.� He let go of her arm and roughly pushed her towards the ice-encrusted return vehicle.
Maria stumbled forward. A second later, she got her footing and walked tentatively towards the block of ice dangling underneath the tripod. She stooped down and rubbed her hand on the ice, so she could better see the probe. For a few nervous seconds, Maria muttered to herself in Russian and then turned to look towards McMasters. �There�s a plaque in Cyrillic on the side of the recovery vehicle. I can�t read it all but what I can see identifies it as Luna 15�s return vehicle.�
�Are you completely sure?� asked McMasters.
�Yes, I have no doubt that we�ve found what we came for,� replied Maria.
�Thanks,� said McMasters. In the blink of an eye, he brought up his pistol and shot Maria in the chest.
For a moment, she stood there looking over at McMasters. Her lips moved but never made a sound. With a look of disbelief in her eyes, Maria dropped to her knees and fell facefirst onto the ice, dead.
�You stupid bastard!� snarled Mitchell. �You didn�t have to kill her. You have what you came for.�
�Yes, I do,� said McMasters smugly. �Now if you would place the probe in the container off to your left, we can be on our way.�
Mitchell gritted his teeth in anger. He turned his head and saw a robust metal box sitting on the ice. It looked custom made to fit the return vehicle.
�What if I say no?� said Mitchell.
�Then I�ll shoot you both where you stand.�
Mitchell turned his head and looked into Jackson�s eyes. The man looked as if he were ready to go berserk at any second and take as many of McMaster�s men with him before he fell under a hail of bullets.
Both men knew that they had minutes to live.
Mitchell said, �Nate, go over and drag the box to me while I lower the probe onto the ice.�
�Whatever you say,� replied Jackson. He slowly walked over to the container, got down behind it and tried to push it. It didn�t budge. It was an act. He could have easily pushed the box by himself. Jackson tried again, let out a deep grunt and then looked over at the nearest guard. �Hey buddy, wanna give me a hand?�
�Do it,� ordered McMasters.
The man slung his assault rifle on his back, walked over to the front of the box and pulled while Jackson pushed it over towards Mitchell.
�Bring it over in front of me,� said Mitchell.
Jackson and the guard brought the container over to Mitchell. He popped the lid open and stepped to one side.
Mitchell maneuvered the probe over the open box and started to lower it slowly into the heavily reinforced case.
�Hurry up,� called out McMasters. �We haven�t got all day.�
�You�re free to come over here and do this yourself,� replied Mitchell.
�No thanks, Mitchell, just pick up the damn pace.�
�Someone�s in a hurry to leave,� muttered Jackson under his breath.
Mitchell tugged on the heavy metal chain, swore, and looked over at his friend. �Nate, give me a hand with this.�
Jackson moved over beside Mitchell and placed his hands on the chain.
�When I drop this into the box, I want you to take out the guard,� whispered Mitchell.
�My pleasure.�
Jackson took a couple of steps away from Mitchell and moved towards the guard who had helped push the box over.
Mitchell let all of the tension out of the chain and the ice-covered probe dropped unceremoniously down into the container.
�Steady on,� said the guard, his attention fixed on the probe.
With lightning fast reflexes, Jackson swung his right arm over and smashed his hand into the man�s throat. His chemical suit didn�t help him in the slightest. In less than a second, his windpipe was shattered.
Jackson pivoted on his feet, reached over, and pulled the dying man�s M4 carbine from his hands. He swiftly dropped to one knee behind the container, flipped the safety off with his thumb, and took aim at the nearest guard. He pulled back on the trigger and felt the weapon fire. Through the gun�s sights, he saw the guard tumble to the ground with blood spraying from a hole blasted in his neck.
�Two down, three to go,� said Mitchell, wishing he had also had a weapon.
Both men had expected a barrage of fire to come their way; instead, only the sound of the helicopter�s engine revving up greeted them. Mitchell warily peered out from behind the box and was surprised to see McMasters and the two surviving thugs scrambling back on board their helicopter. He was about to say something to Jackson, when he saw why they had left in such a hurry: mounted on the side door of the helicopter was a heavy machine gun.
Mitchell grabbed Jackson by the arm. �Company�s coming. Grab an axe and break a hole through the ice wide enough for us to climb down into the plane.�
Jackson handed Mitchell the M4, picked up the nearest axe and slid down into the hole. With the strength of two men, Jackson swung the axe down, trying to cut his way down into the ice.
The helicopter took flight.
Mitchell propped himself up on one knee and looked up at the helicopter as it began to climb up into the sky. He took aim at the cockpit and pulled the trigger, hoping to hit the pilot or at the very least scare him off. With a curse on his lips, Mitchell saw the rounds strike home, only to ineffectually bounce off the cockpit�s reinforced bulletproof glass.
�Nate, hurry!� yelled Mitchell, over his shoulder.
�Almost there,� replied Jackson as he dug furiously at the ice, trying to make it wide enough for him to fit through. Not for the first time since he and Mitchell had started to work together, he bemoaned the extra pounds he carried around his waist.
�Down!� hollered Mitchell, just as the helicopter swung over them.
A split-second later, the ice all around them seemed to erupt as hundreds of bullets tore into the glacier.

In the helicopter, McMasters swore at the door-gunner. He warned him that if a single bullet struck the probe, he would pay with his life.
The gunner, a veteran of Colombia�s drug wars, leaned out of the door and carefully adjusted his aim as he tried to get a clear shot at Mitchell and Jackson. A second later, he felt a burning sensation in his leg. The gunner looked down and saw blood seeping from a wound in his leg. With a loud yell of surprise and pain, the man grabbed his leg and fell back inside the helicopter.

�Got him,� said Mitchell with a great sense of satisfaction as the gunner disappeared back inside the helicopter. He had no idea who these people were, nor did he care. They could all go to hell as far as he was concerned.
�Nate, how�s it coming?� called out Mitchell, knowing they had seconds before someone else took over the machine gun.
�Gimme a couple more seconds,� replied Jackson. Rivers of sweat poured down his brow as he frantically worked to enlarge the opening.
McMasters looked over his shoulder at the wounded door-gunner and swore. He ripped off his headset, jumped out of his seat and moved over behind the machine gun. McMasters quickly checked that it was still good to go, and then took aim at Jackson.
�Okay, I�m in!� yelled Jackson, trying to be heard over the deafening sound of the helicopter�s rotor blades cutting through the air right above them.
�Go ahead, get inside!� called out Mitchell as he fired off one last long burst at their tormentor.
McMasters saw Mitchell aiming up at him. His stomach dropped. He barely had time to duck back inside the when the fusillade of bullets struck his side of the helicopter and ricocheted back and forth inside the open crew compartment.
Without waiting to see if he hit anything, Mitchell tossed the empty M4 to the ground, turned around and dove for the open hole dug into the ice. Nate�s head disappeared just as Mitchell, sliding across the icy surface, went feetfirst into the hole. Almost right away, the light from above began to diminish, making the mad scramble down inside the wrecked aircraft treacherous.
With his heart racing, McMasters jumped back behind the machine gun. His blood was up. With his hands gripping the door gun, McMasters looked down and was stunned to see that his prey had disappeared.
�They went down into a hole,� called out the pilot.
McMasters hung out the door and cursed when he saw the hole Jackson had dug into the ice. Swinging back inside, he pulled back on the machine gun�s trigger, sending a stream of bullets down into the ice. He knew that he was wasting ammunition, but he didn�t care. He was blinded by his anger. A couple of seconds later, realizing that he wouldn�t hit a thing that way, he swung about and asked for every hand grenade that they had on the helicopter. Four grenades were quickly handed over to McMasters. He ordered the pilot to hover over the hole while he pulled the safety pin from the first grenade and tossed it down into the opening in the ice. He hoped that it would slide down into Mitchell and Jackson�s refuge. A couple of seconds later, the grenade exploded, sending a plume of ice shooting up into the air.
McMasters swore; the first grenade had harmlessly exploded on the surface.
�What the hell was that?� called out Jackson, as he made his way through the obstacle course that once was the fuselage of the doomed plane.
�Don�t worry about that, just keep climbing down,� replied Mitchell, praying that McMasters didn�t have plenty of grenades with him.
Above, McMasters dropped another grenade. Like the first, it detonated on the surface. However, the next two fell straight down inside the hole, one right after the other. With a sadistic grin in his face, he waited for the grenades to explode.
The sound of the grenades bouncing from side to side as they tumbled down inside the tail section made both Mitchell and Jackson let go of whatever they were holding onto and let themselves fall down into the dark abyss. A second later, with a deafening roar, the first grenade exploded, sending metal splinters and debris flying through the air. The second grenade didn�t immediately explode and continued to fall.

As McMasters watched, a plume of black smoke escaped up through the ice. He took pleasure from Mitchell and Jackson�s certain demise. He had planned to put a bullet through their skulls; however, resting for eternity in an icy tomb would do nicely. He ordered the pilot to land their helicopter. McMasters was the first onto the ice. He dashed over and quickly examined the probe. He was relieved to see that it hadn�t been hit when his door-gunner had foolishly opened fire. McMasters slammed the lid down, secured it, and waved for one of his men to help him drag the container over to the helicopter.
Two minutes later, with the container secured to the floor of the helicopter, McMasters ordered the pilot to maneuver towards nearby Olav�s Peak. A large, overhanging slab of ice on the side of the peak soon came into view. McMasters let loose with the heavy machine gun, sending a torrent of bullets into the ice. Within seconds, the shattered ice broke free and raced downwards. With a deafening roar, a river of ice and snow swept towards the hole where Mitchell and Jackson had met their fate. McMasters watched intently as the avalanche erased any sign that they had once been there.
Satisfied that there was nothing more to do, he sat back in his chair as the ice below the helicopter faded away to be quickly replaced by the cold, dark waters of the South Atlantic. He looked over his shoulder at the two dead bodies of his men lying on the metal floor beside the probe. McMasters didn�t feel anything for their deaths. He knew that their sacrifice had not been in vain. With the cargo he had on board, he was about to help shape the future of mankind, one that would see plenty more death and suffering before it was all done.
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Bouvet Island
South Atlantic
If they hadn�t been as deep as they were inside the plane when the second grenade went off, both men would have been killed in the deadly blast. Mostly protected by the spare metal chairs in the radio compartment, Mitchell and Jackson survived. As it was, all they got was an uncomfortable ringing in their ears and a few superficial cuts on their hands and faces from the razor-sharp grenade fragments that had ricocheted around inside the wreckage. Neither man could believe their luck.
Inside the gloomy interior of the plane, Mitchell was about to tell Jackson to dig out his flashlight when he heard a noise. At first, it sounded like the surf crashing against the shore on some faraway beach. However, the rumbling sound grew louder by the second. Mitchell barely had time to call out a warning before the sea of ice and snow swept over the hole, instantly burying their way out under meters of ice. The light from above vanished in the blink of an eye.
After a few seconds, the terrible noise faded. The only sound they could hear was their own ragged breathing.
Jackson turned on his flashlight. He looked over at Mitchell and said, �If this was the backup plan, I�m glad we didn�t go with the original one.�
�I�d planned for us to overpower the guards and then force the helicopter pilot to fly us to our ship,� replied Mitchell.
�On second thought, I like that one better than this one.�
�Me too,� replied Mitchell glumly.
�I sure as hell hope you have another plan in that head of yours,� said Jackson, moving the light around inside their icy tomb. Debris littered the floor of the fuselage. Jackson bent down, picked up a map, and saw that it was of Antarctica, dated 1918.
Mitchell let go of the chair he had been using for cover, wiped away the blood from a cut across the back of his left hand, and continued climbing down until he came to the wrecked cockpit. �Nate, give me your light,� said Mitchell.
Mitchell took the light and shone it about. He nearly jumped out of his skin when the light illuminated the frozen body of a pilot, slumped over the controls of his plane. He was covered in about an inch of ice; however, Mitchell could clearly see the man�s blond hair matted to his head. Moving the light around, he saw why the poor man had been unable to save himself: his legs were badly mangled and trapped under a piece of metal that had crushed them against his chair.
�Poor bastard,� said Jackson over Mitchell�s shoulder. �That�ll be us if we don�t find a way out of here, and fast.�
�Nate, did you happen to bring your axe with you?�
�Yeah, it�s back in the radio compartment,� replied Jackson. �Why? It�s not like we can hack our way out of here. There�s probably tons of ice above us now.�
�Au contraire, my friend, cutting our way out of here is precisely what we�re going to do.�
�You�re losing it, Captain.�
�Hardly. Grab your axe and meet me back here.�
A couple of moments later, with his axe in his powerful hands, Jackson stared over at a spot Mitchell had picked on the fuselage. �Are you sure about this?�
�Trust me,� replied Mitchell. �Swing away.�
There wasn�t much room in the fuselage for Jackson to swing his axe. With a resigned shrug of his shoulders, Jackson smashed the axe into the metal wall, cutting a deep gash through the thin metal exterior of the plane. Twisting his axe from side to side, Jackson enlarged the opening.
As soon as there was a large-enough hole, Mitchell moved over beside his friend and shone his flashlight through the opening.
�Son of a bitch!� exclaimed Jackson. �Did you know there was a cave back here?�
�Maria pointed it out when we first spotted the plane trapped in the ice,� explained Mitchell. �I wasn�t sure how big it was, but I was willing to take the chance that it led somewhere.�
Jackson held out his hand. �Damn, I can feel a breeze on my hand. It�s not much, but there must be a way out.� Jackson pulled at the metal exterior of the plane until the hole was wide enough so both men could crawl through into the ice cave.
Mitchell stood up and shone the light all around. Above their heads rested part of the seaplane�s wing that had snapped during the crash, creating the roof of the cave. �Come on, let�s find that way out,� said Mitchell, as he bent over and made his way to the far side of the small cavern. He pulled off his glove and held out his right hand. He could feel a cool breeze.
Mitchell grinned and pointed the light down a narrow fissure in the ice. It was barely wide enough for Mitchell, let alone Jackson, to squeeze through.
�I�ll starve to death before I slim down enough to work my way through that,� said Jackson, looking over Mitchell�s shoulder at their only way out.
�Quit griping and start cutting us a way out. We�ll take turns. I�m not going to die down here, and neither are you, not when I want answers.�
�Amen to that,� said Jackson as he edged past Mitchell and smashed his axe into the ice, sending chips flying everywhere.
It was nightfall before they made their way back up onto the glacier. Carefully making their way over to place where they had last seen Maria�s body, it took them almost two long hours before they found her remains.
Mitchell mournfully shook his head and cursed McMasters for what he had done.
�I�ll get a sleeping bag from the camp,� said Jackson.
Mitchell nodded his head. He was tired and feeling drained. Turning on his heels, Mitchell spotted the sled with the GPR on it sticking out of the ice, about fifty meters away. He slowly walked over, removed the radar, and then dragged the sled over to Maria.
A couple of minutes later, Jackson returned carrying a sleeping bag and another flashlight. �The bastards cleaned out the camp. The satphone, Maria�s laptop, all of our notes � they�re all gone. Hell, they even took the rations.�
�Well, there�s nothing we can do about that right now. Come on, Nate, let�s see to Maria,� said Mitchell. Together they reverently moved her remains into the sleeping bag and laid it down on the sled.
�Without a satphone, there�s no way to contact our ship,� pointed out Jackson.
�We might not be able to, but I�ll bet the Norwegians have a phone we can use,� replied Mitchell, looking off to the west.
�How far is it to the station?�
�A couple of hours� walk.�
�Well, come on then, let�s get a move on,� said Jackson, pulling on the sled.

Mitchell couldn�t believe that the day that had started with so much promise had ended so badly. Not only had they lost a colleague and the probe, now they stood looking down into a fissure a couple of hundred meters from the Norwegian outpost. Dumped inside the crevice were the burnt bodies of four men.
�I thought Captain Serrano was going to send people over from the ship with gas for the Norwegians� generator,� said Jackson.
�He probably did; however, the people his crew dealt with were most likely imposters. I�ll bet these people were long dead before we arrived on the island,� pointed out Mitchell. �Come on, Nate; let�s see if we can find a way to contact our ship.�
Ten minutes later, after scouring through the couple of buildings that made up the camp, they found that all of the radios had been smashed beyond repair.
�Now what?� said an exasperated Jackson.
�That�s easy. We light a fire so bright that we can be seen by our ship, and then we beg for forgiveness from the Norwegian government for what we�re about to do after the fact.�

Captain Serrano was becoming concerned. His radio operator had told him that he had stopped receiving regular updates from Mitchell�s team hours ago. It could mean that their satphone was not working, or they were unable to contact him. It was the latter that weighed heavy on Serrano�s mind.
The door to the bridge opened and Lieutenant Aragon, Serrano�s Second Officer, stepped inside. �Sir, there�s something you need to see,� announced Aragon.
Serrano followed Aragon out onto the darkened deck and looked over towards Bouvet Island. He didn�t need his binoculars to see that the entire Norwegian camp was engulfed in flames. He quickly dashed back inside the bridge and announced, �I want a rescue party to be assembled and dispatched over to the camp.� First, he had lost contact with Mitchell, and now the Norwegians were in danger; it was as if this supposedly quiet assignment was cursed.
Fifteen minutes later, Serrano couldn�t believe his ears when he was told over the radio that the rescue party had found Mitchell and Jackson waiting for them on the beach and that everyone else was dead. Serrano crossed himself. Calling his radio operator to him, he ordered the young man to immediately contact the police in Buenos Aires. Although the island was Norwegian sovereign territory, he had to tell someone so the investigation could begin. Serrano knew that there were going to be questions asked when they got back to port. Unfortunately, he doubted that he could answer any of them.
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Buenos Aires
Argentina
Mitchell walked wearily down the gangplank and onto the dock. He spotted Mike Donaldson waiting for him with a sad look on his face. Mitchell greeted Donaldson and told him that Jackson was still on the ship. He was waiting down below with Maria�s body until the police arrived and her remains were transferred to the morgue.
�Mike, how come you came all the way down here?� Mitchell asked Donaldson.
�I knew Maria in the Air Force,� replied Donaldson. �It�s kind of my fault that she�s dead. If I hadn�t asked the general to offer her a job, she�d still be alive.�
Mitchell shook his head. �Mike, it�s not your fault. You didn�t pull the trigger that ended her life, McMasters did. And speaking of that bastard, how the hell did he make it through all of the background checks and interviews?�
�I don�t know. General O�Reilly went ballistic when learned what happened. An investigation is underway to see how McMasters managed to infiltrate our organization.�
�Who�s running the investigation?�
�Fahimah.�
Mitchell nodded his head. If anyone could ferret out the truth, it was Fahimah.
�I�ve been ordered to tell you that you aren�t to leave the country until the police are finished interviewing you and Jackson. I�ve got you rooms in a nearby hotel.�
�What about Maria?�
�I�ve been assured by the Argentine authorities that her remains will be released to me in a day or two. After that, I�m going to accompany her body back home to the States. She wasn�t married; however, her brother is waiting to bury her in their hometown.�
�Jesus, this is a nightmare,� said Mitchell, rubbing the back of his neck. He could feel the tension building up. �Did you tell the general that the people who took the probe were wearing protective suits?�
�Yes, and he�s as puzzled by that as you are,� replied Donaldson. He could see the black rings under Mitchell�s eyes and wondered when he had last slept. �Look, Ryan, I have a cab waiting for you. It�ll take you to your hotel. I�m gonna wait here until Maria�s remains are transferred off the ship. I�ll bring Nate with me to your hotel. Why don�t you go there now, have a nice long hot shower, a tall drink and call Jen before you pass out.�
�Yeah, that does sound good.�
�Go and don�t worry about another thing. I�ll meet you and Nate downstairs in the hotel restaurant at eight for breakfast.�
Fifteen minutes later, after checking into the hotel, Mitchell opened the door to his room and stepped inside. He was about to reach for the light switch when the lights in the room suddenly turned on.
In a chair facing the door sat Grace Maxwell, dressed from head to toe in tight, black, leather clothing. She had a pistol in her right hand, trained on Mitchell. On the table beside her was a bottle of scotch and two glasses.
Mitchell closed the door behind him, dropped his bag. �You know, most men would say that finding a woman dressed in black leather waiting for them in their hotel room with a pistol and bottle of Scotch was a fantasy come true. I, on the other hand, have to break it to you that I�m seeing someone. Even if I wasn�t, I�m too damn exhausted to give a damn that you�re here.�
�Please don�t flatter yourself, Ryan, I only came here looking for information,� said Grace, lowering her gun.
Mitchell walked over, took the Scotch from the table, and poured a couple of drinks. He sat down on the edge of his bed, raised his glass to Grace, and took a sip. He felt the amber liquid burn as it slid down to his empty stomach.
�Eighteen-year-old Laphroaig, I�m impressed,� observed Mitchell.
�I�m glad you like it. It�s on your hotel bill,� replied Grace as she took a sip.
With a weak smile, Mitchell said, �Now before I pass out, what is it you want to know, Ms. Maxwell?�
�Ryan. Please call me Grace.�
�Okay, Grace, what do you want to know?� replied Mitchell, quickly tiring of the game.
�The Luna 15 probe, I know that you don�t have it. Who does?�
Mitchell snickered. �How the hell do I know? And why do you give a damn who took it?�
�I�ve been hired to return it to its rightful owner.�
Mitchell thought for a moment about what Grace had just said. �Are you telling me that the Russian government wants its probe back?�
Grace nodded her head.
�Didn�t they sell it to David Houston?�
�Yes, but now they want it back.�
�This is getting ridiculous,� said Mitchell, shaking his head.
�Don�t you have any leads?�
�Grace, it�s taken us ten days just to get back to port. So no, I don�t have any leads,� replied Mitchell testily. �Why don�t you ask Houston�s competitors, perhaps one of them took it?�
�Perhaps I will.�
Mitchell sat forward and looked into Grace�s emerald-green eyes. Suddenly, a thought flashed into his tired mind. �You�ve got connections that I don�t have. McMasters, look for Eric McMasters � if that�s his real name. Find him, and you�ll find the probe.�
�Do you have a picture of him?�
�No, not on me, but if you leave an email address with me, I�ll make sure that you get everything I have on him the minute I get back to the States.�
�Why would you help me? You were hired to retrieve the probe; don�t you want it anymore?�
�Grace, if you find it first, you can have it. All I ask is that you let me know if you come across McMasters.�
�Why?�
�Because he murdered a defenseless woman in cold blood, and I�m going to see that he pays for it, that�s why.�
�Fair enough,� replied Grace, saluting Mitchell with her glass.
�Now, since you�re not my girlfriend, I�m going to have to ask you to leave so I can get undressed and have a nice hot shower,� announced Mitchell as he stood up.
With a flirtatious smile, Grace set her drink down and said, �Jennifer March is a lucky woman to have such a loyal boyfriend.�
Mitchell grew defensive. �How do you know her name?�
�Please, Ryan, it�s a standard business practice. I checked you out after our last encounter in Vegas. I know all about both of you, including how you met and that you�re looking for a new apartment in Albany. Don�t worry; my interest in both of you is strictly aboveboard.� With that, she winked at Mitchell and let herself out of the room.
�Mercenaries,� swore Mitchell under his breath.
He downed his drink in one gulp and poured himself another tall glass before heading for the shower. He turned the water on as hot as he could take it. He finished his drink under the pulsing spray and felt the stress and the strain begin to fall from his shoulders. Mitchell leaned his head under the shower and let the heat relax his aching neck. While he let the water cascade down his back, his mind wandered back to his conversation with Grace. Why do the Russians want their probe back? Mitchell pondered the question for a few seconds. From out of the haze, the image of McMasters� goons wearing chemical suits hit him like a bolt of lightning out of the blue.
�Damn!� said Mitchell aloud.
Suddenly wide-awake, he turned off the shower, rushed over to his clothes and dug out his secure cellphone. He pressed Jen�s work number. A couple of seconds later, Jen�s cheery voice filled his ear.
�Ryan Mitchell, I was wondering when I would hear from you,� said Jen.
�Jen, I love you, but this will have to wait. Please dig as deep as you can into the history of the Luna 15 probe. There is something going on here that we�re not privy to. I�ve just learned that the Russians want it back, and I want to know why.�
�Sure, can do,� replied Jen, her voice tinged with concern. �Is something wrong, Ryan?�
�I�m not sure, but I�m beginning to believe that something uninvited came back with that probe that has a lot of people spooked � and I�m one of them.�

The next morning at eight o�clock sharp, Mitchell strode into the hotel restaurant wearing a pair of comfortable blue jeans and a loose-fitting, green fleece top. Jackson and Donaldson were waiting for him at a table in the far corner of the restaurant. A white-jacketed waiter came over, poured three cups of coffee, and took their breakfast orders, leaving them alone in peace. Mitchell quickly filled his companions in about his visit from Grace and his growing suspicion that the Luna 15 probe contained something far more dangerous than they had been led to believe.
�What do you think is going on?� asked Jackson.
�I haven�t a clue. However, this surely is something for the U.S. government, not us,� replied Mitchell.
�Don�t count on them getting involved,� said Donaldson.
�Why not?� asked Mitchell.
�Because Houston is Vice President Grant�s biggest campaign contributor, and with an election around the corner, call me cynical, but I doubt that the FBI will be knocking on Houston�s door anytime soon.�
�Gotta love politics,� quipped Jackson.
Mitchell took a sip of his coffee. He set his cup down and looked over at Donaldson. �Enough conspiracy theories for one day. What have the Argentine authorities told you is going to happen today?�
�Maria�s remains are being released to me later today. I�ll be flying home with her on a flight leaving at nine o�clock tonight.�
�And us?� asked Jackson.
�A police car will be here at ten to take you to police headquarters in downtown Buenos Aires. I was assured that the interviews shouldn�t take more than four or five hours; after that, one of Houston�s private jets is waiting at the international airport to fly you back home.�
�Going home in style, I like that,� said Jackson.
�I thought he�d be pissed that we lost his probe,� mused Mitchell.
�No, in fact, he�s been quite supportive ever since he learned of Maria�s death. He paid for me to come down and is picking up all of our bills down here,� explained Donaldson.
Mitchell sat back in his chair and looked out the window. Gray clouds covered the sky. It was going to rain today. Something didn�t add up. He couldn�t put his finger on it; however, something in the back of his mind told him to be wary. A couple of moments later, their waiter returned with their breakfast. The conversation ended as they dug into their hearty meals. Mitchell hoped that things would go as smoothly as Donaldson had predicted; he couldn�t wait to get back home. The instant he landed, he wanted to know what Fahimah and Jen had been able to learn from their respective investigations. As far as he was concerned, their assignment hadn�t ended with the loss of the probe; the real work had yet to begin.
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Polaris Headquarters
Albany, New York
Mitchell stood with his hands behind his back while he stared out the window onto the snow-covered field behind the headquarters complex. His thoughts took him back to his childhood when he and his brother would spend hours outside building snowmen on their parents� farm in Minnesota. Life had been so much simpler back then. Now, he waited to learn when Maria was going to be buried so he could fly down to Baton Rouge and attend the funeral. Donaldson had accompanied Maria�s remains back to the States and was helping her brother with the funeral arrangements. Mitchell expected a call from him sometime today, letting him know when and where the service would take place.
Jen had picked Mitchell up at the airport. They drove to the small cottage a few kilometers from downtown Albany that they called home during the week. After almost a month apart, Jen and Mitchell fell into each other�s arms with a hunger for each other that burned well into the early hours of the morning.
Mitchell was so deep in thought that he didn�t hear Jen enter the room and slide over beside him.
�Penny for your thoughts?� said Jen as she set a hand on Mitchell�s shoulder.
Mitchell turned his head, looked deep into Jen�s alluring brown eyes, and smiled. �I didn�t hear you come in.�
�You�re losing your touch,� she replied playfully. �What if I had been a bad guy?�
�Then I would have taken you out,� said Jackson as he walked into the conference room, carrying a paper tray holding four cups of coffee. In his other hand was a box of donuts. He set them down on the table and flipped open the lid on the donut box. He grabbed a jelly-filled pastry. �Help yourself, Ryan.�
Mitchell shook his head. He wasn�t hungry, at least not for one of Jackson�s treats. He grabbed a coffee, his fourth this morning.
Jen dug through the box, picked out an unglazed donut, and helped herself to one of the coffees.
�So when does the hot wash start?� asked Jackson, referring to the debriefing they were about to go through with General O�Reilly and Fahimah, currently the acting intelligence section head.
�In a couple of minutes,� answered Jen.
Mitchell took a seat. He could feel himself growing anxious. He had been through dozens of debriefings in the past; however, this one was different, because for the first time in a long time someone had died under his command. He was no stranger to death, but he always felt a pang of guilt when he made it back alive while others did not.
On time, O�Reilly walked into the room accompanied by Fahimah. He was dressed in a somber-looking, dark-gray suit while Fahimah wore a long black outfit with matching headscarf.
As per their ingrained military training, Mitchell and Jackson stood up and waited for O�Reilly to take a seat before they sat down again.
O�Reilly looked over at Mitchell and could see the weight of Maria�s death hanging over his prot�g�.
He helped himself to one of Jackson�s coffees. �Before we begin this morning�s debriefing, I�m happy to see the two of you back here in one piece. What happened out there was not your fault; neither of you could have known that an assassin had infiltrated our organization. Fahimah will address how that occurred in a couple of minutes. First off, Mike called and said that Maria�s funeral is this Sunday at ten in the morning. I�ll be attending on behalf of the company. If anyone else wants to go, please just let me know, and we�ll arrange your flight details for you.�
�Jen and I would like to go,� said Mitchell.
�As would I,� added Jackson. �Unfortunately, the rest of the family has prior commitments, or they�d be coming, too.�
O�Reilly nodded his head. �I expected you would, so I�ve asked Tammy to start booking the flights. Ryan and Nate, you�ll be meeting us there.�
Mitchell was about to ask what was going on when O�Reilly raised his hand to cut him off. �Gents, I�ll explain what�s going on in due course. First, let�s hear what happened from the time you left until the time you came home.�
For the next two hours, Mitchell and Jackson went over everything while O�Reilly and Fahimah took copious notes and asked dozens of questions about the mission. No detail, no matter how small, was left unexamined. When they were done, O�Reilly called for a ten-minute break before Fahimah and Jen gave their presentations.
Mitchell had completely forgotten to ask Jen about what she had learned about the probe when they arrived home last night, not that it would have mattered, as their minds were on something else than work.
Fahimah waited for everyone to return from the break before she began. She stood behind a lectern at the front of the room and opened up her laptop. A moment later, an image of McMasters flashed up on a screen on the wall.
Looking into the eyes of the people of the room, Fahimah began. �Chief Petty Officer Eric McMasters retired from the United States Navy on the first of June and took a position in Polaris on the ninth of August. His service career saw him deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan. He was a member of Seal Team Two and was awarded the Silver Star for his actions during a deadly firefight with Somali pirates late last year. His service record is exemplary. On several occasions, his superiors tried to convince him to become an officer. In short, there were no red flags on his file. Eric McMasters was the ideal candidate for this organization.�
Mitchell leaned forward and stared up at the picture on the screen. Turning his head, he looked over at Fahimah. �Are you one-hundred-percent positive this is a real file and not one made up to look genuine?�
�Ryan, you can trust me on this. I even interviewed several of his former teammates, and they all vouched for him. To a man, they said that they would all trust their lives to McMasters.�
�Any known affiliations with questionable groups outside of the military?� asked Jackson.
�Not a one,� replied Fahimah.
�Any chance he could have been blackmailed by someone into helping them steal the probe?� queried Mitchell.
�I thought about that,� replied Fahimah. �However, I was unable to find anything that might cause him to act out of duress. He was never married. His parents and his sister are living peacefully in Anchorage. His bank records don�t show any unusual activity. He wasn�t a gambler and never once failed a drug test in the navy. Don�t forget, Ryan, that we did our own extensive background checks on him before he was offered a job with us.�
�Gents, there�s no way in hell you or I could have foreseen McMasters� treachery,� said O�Reilly, looking over at Mitchell and Jackson. �That doesn�t excuse me from hiring the son of a bitch. A person is dead because of that decision � one I wish I could take back, but I can�t.�
�I take it he�s a wanted man,� said Mitchell.
�Damn straight,� replied O�Reilly. �The instant you called me to tell me about Maria�s death, I contacted my friends in the FBI and told them what had happened. He�s wanted not only by us, but by the Norwegians, as four of their citizens were also murdered. Not to mention, the whole incident took place on their soil.�
�The one thing that doesn�t add up is McMasters himself,� said Jackson. �He�s obviously no fool. He would have known that the authorities would have eventually come around wondering what happened to us. When they only found three bodies, even the dumbest cops would have put two and two together and realized that McMasters was behind our deaths.�
Mitchell jumped in. �I�ve thought about that myself and the only answer I can come up with is that he was going to be found dead as well.�
�Not sure I�m following you on this one, Ryan,� replied Jackson.
�I don�t mean that he intended to die. My money�s on another body with a similar build and facial features being dumped on the site with ours. That way he disappears from sight and doesn�t become a wanted man.�
�What about his dental records?� asked Fahimah. �They don�t lie.�
�There�re plenty of ways around that. Have the doppelganger�s teeth made up to resemble McMasters�s or have him die with a shot to the head that shatters his teeth. As the old saying goes, where there�s a will, there�s a way.�
�True enough,� said O�Reilly.
�What about that crashed plane?� asked Jackson.
�I�ve been informed that a forensic team made up of British and Norwegian experts is on their way to the island to examine the body and recover what they can from the wreckage,� answered Fahimah.
�Thanks, Fahimah,� said O�Reilly, wanting to move things along. �As always, a thorough and well-researched brief.�
�Are there any questions?� asked Fahimah. When no one asked any, she took her seat while Jen moved over to the lectern.
In a few moments, an image of a Luna probe came up on the screen. After giving a brief history of the Soviet Luna Moon landing program, Jen brought up a black-and-white picture of a young man with thick glasses, unkempt wavy hair and a scientist�s ubiquitous white lab coat.
Jen said, �On the screen is a picture of Valery Tokarev, junior mission planner for the Luna 15 probe. He is the only surviving scientist who was present in the command center the day the probe landed on the Moon. All of the other men have either died of old age, or in accidents over the years. He is now eighty-one years old and lives in Saint Petersburg with his wife of fifty-three years. Using one of our Russian speakers, I was able to have a pleasant chat with Mister Tokarev. For a man of his age, he is quite talkative and his mind seems as sharp as a tack.�
�What were you able to learn about the probe?� asked O�Reilly.
�Sir, Mister Tokarev didn�t seem the least bit perturbed when I asked him about the probe landing on the Moon and gathering a sample of rock to be returned to the Earth. In fact, he stated that he was surprised that it had taken this long for someone outside of Russia to come along and ask about the mission.�
Mitchell asked, �Did you find out why the Soviets decided to terminate the mission rather than allow the probe to return to Earth?�
�Unfortunately, no; however, Mister Tokarev told me that he has kept in touch with the son of one of the other scientists on the mission,� said Jen. �He claims that his friend was a meticulous note-taker and managed to smuggle out his books before the security services took over the mission and told everyone to go home. The man�s son claims to have all of his father�s work.�
�Can Tokarev get his hands on the books?� asked Jackson.
Jen shook her head. �He isn�t as mobile as he used to be, and the books are in the son�s home in a village about ninety kilometers east of Saint Petersburg.�
�Why don�t we just pay to have the books shipped to him?� said Fahimah.
�I asked about that,� replied Jen. �The problem is the son; he won�t let the books out of his home.�
�What about Yuri?� asked Jackson. �Why don�t we just have him deal with this?�
�He�s not returning my calls,� responded Jen.
�If he�s gone to ground, he�ll be next to impossible to get a hold of,� said Mitchell. �I�ll see what I can do, but I wouldn�t put much hope in getting him to help out.�
�So it would appear that if we want to know what is in those books, we�re going to have to take Mister Tokarev to them,� said O�Reilly.
�Precisely, sir,� replied Jen.
O�Reilly placed his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair, lost in thought. A few seconds later, he brought his hands down, thanked Jen for her report, and asked her to take a seat.
O�Reilly drummed his fingers on the table for a few seconds before speaking. �Okay, folks, I want to get to the bottom of this mystery as much as anyone in this room, so this is how I�d like things to proceed. This is strictly off the books. We won�t be billing Houston for this one. Jen, I need you to head to Russia right away. When you get there, escort Mister Tokarev to these books so he can take a look at them. It may end up being a fool�s errand. However, recent events would say otherwise and I want to know what we�re up against.�
Jen nodded.
O�Reilly continued. �Fahimah, I know you don�t want to hear this, but with Mike away, I can�t afford to have you out of the office. I need you here to run his department. I want to know the instant that the authorities learn anything new about McMasters or the people he was working for.�
Mitchell leaned forward in his seat. �Sir, don�t you think it would be better if Nate and I went to Russia? The people who stole the probe could come after Mister Tokarev to keep him quiet.�
O�Reilly shook his head. �Ryan, I see where you�re coming from; however, I�ve been asked by David Houston to have you and Nate visit him at his ranch in Dallas. Jen will be fine. I intend to send Sam and Cardinal along with her.�
�Sir, with all due respect, Houston can wait; finding out the truth behind the disappearance of the probe is far more important in my books.�
�Ryan, I share your concerns as well. However, as Houston is still paying the bills, until he fires us, we�re going to play nice with him,� said O�Reilly. �Sam and Cardinal are more than capable of looking after Jen.�
�I guess you�re right, sir,� responded Mitchell, still not happy with the direction things were heading.
�I know I am,� replied O�Reilly firmly. �Now, you and Nate had best head home and pack as you�re flying down to Texas in the morning. A private jet will be waiting for you at the airport at five in the morning. Don�t be late, gentlemen!�
�Great, a month away and now I�m heading off down south,� moaned Jackson. �My wife is gonna kill me.�
O�Reilly ignored the comment and looked over at Jen. �I�m sorry Jen, but this means that you�ll have to forego attending the funeral. I�d like the three of you on the first flight out in the morning to Saint Petersburg. Sam and Cardinal are on their way in as we speak; they should be here in the next hour and a bit. You can brief them up when they arrive.�
The speed things were unfolding even surprised Mitchell, who was used to making things happen on the fly.
�Okay, then, I think that covers everything,� announced O�Reilly as he stood up. To Jen, he said, �Good luck in Russia and keep me updated with daily situation reports. As for you two,� he said to Mitchell and Jackson, �I�ll see you in Baton Rouge on Sunday.� With that, he left the briefing room.
Fahimah reached over and placed a hand on Jen�s shoulder. �I�ll look after the travel arrangements for all of you. When Sam and Gordon get here, I�ll fill them in. Why don�t you and Ryan nip home and pack?�
With a devilish grin on his face, Mitchell said, �Smartest thing I�ve heard all day.�
�Well, ain�t that grand,� complained Jackson. �You two get to go home and play house while I try to figure out a way to tell Kelly that I�m leaving her alone again.�
�Good luck with that,� replied Mitchell as he slipped his arm under one of Jen�s and escorted her out of the conference room.
�I wonder if there�s decent florist nearby,� muttered Jackson to himself, knowing that he�d have to make it up to his wife one way or the other.
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David Houston�s Ranch
Dallas, Texas
Located just over forty kilometers outside of Dallas, David Houston�s ranch was not what Mitchell had envisioned it would be. For all of his wealth, Houston�s home was a subdued grouping of homes built in the style of a log cabin. The main building was a three-story home that was set back from the other smaller dwellings. In front was a small, man-made lake. Several swans floated on the dark-green water. As their limousine drove up the long driveway, Mitchell could see three horses running free in a field beside the road.
The limo pulled up at the front door.
Mitchell and Jackson didn�t wait for the driver to get out of his seat; they let themselves out. Although it had been snowing when they left New York, at Houston�s home it was a warm and pleasant day without a cloud in sight. Both men instantly regretted not checking the forecast before leaving, as they were dressed for cooler weather � not the warmth of a December in Texas.
The front door to the home swung open and out stepped Houston. He had on a pair of blue jeans, a partially-undone white shirt, a tan-colored vest, and a pair of well-worn cowboy boots. He looked more like a man about to go for a horse ride than the owner of a multi-billion-dollar corporation.
Houston walked over and stuck out his hand in greeting.
When he shook Mitchell�s hand, he said, �Please let me pass on my condolences for the loss of Miss Vega. I can assure you that this heinous crime will not go unpunished. I asked my attorney this morning to offer the sum of one hundred thousand dollars for any information that leads to the arrest of the people involved.�
�Thank you, sir,� replied Mitchell. �That means a lot to Nate and me.�
Houston let go of Mitchell�s hand and quickly shook Jackson�s. He turned around and invited them inside.
The interior of the home was breathtaking. Tall, arched windows all around the room let in the sunlight. A large stone fireplace, built into the wall at the other end of the wide-open living room, had a small fire going. It may have been warm to Mitchell and Jackson, but to the people who lived here year-round, it was downright chilly. Mitchell guessed that the room was used for entertaining Houston�s rich business clientele.
�Drinks, gentlemen?� asked Houston as a beautiful young Hispanic woman in a white shirt and long, flowing, blue dress entered the room.
�It�s past noon back home,� replied Jackson. �So why not?�
�Sofia, three glasses of Kentucky Bourbon.�
With a bright smile, Sofia turned around, walked over to the well-stocked bar at the other end of the room, and poured the drinks.
Mitchell took a sip of the bourbon and was surprised by how smooth it tasted. He wasn�t much of a drinker; however, he had to admit that Houston seemed to have good taste when it came to his liquor.
�Will there be anything else, sir?� Sofia asked Houston.
�No, that will be all for now,� replied Houston. �Please tell Genevi�ve that there will be four for lunch today.�
�Very good, sir.� Sofia turned to leave. With an alluring smile at Mitchell, she slowly walked out of the room.
�Are all your staff female?� asked Mitchell.
�Yeah. I never married; it keeps me feeling young to have a houseful of young women to look after me,� answered Houston. �And before you two gentlemen get any ideas, they work for me and that�s it. I�m way too old to be chasing after fillies their age.�
�I�m going to leave this part out when I tell my wife about this trip,� said Jackson.
�I hope you gents don�t mind if my nephew joins us for lunch,� said Houston. �He�s in town and asked if he could meet you.�
�No, not all,� replied Mitchell.
�The more the merrier,� added Jackson.
Mitchell set his drink down and looked over at Houston. �Sir, I don�t know if the police have already spoken to you about what happened; however, if you have any suspicions about who could have been behind Maria�s murder and the theft of the probe, I�d really like to know.�
�Ryan, please stop with all the formalities and please call me David.�
�Sir, you can take the boy out of the army, but you can�t take the army out of the boy. It�s force of habit, calling you sir, and it�s not likely to change.�
�Fair enough,� replied Houston. �As for your question, no, I haven�t been interviewed by the police. My lawyer spoke to them on my behalf. Son, you�ve got to understand there�s an awful lot of people out there who would like to get a jump on me. I have my suspicions about who could have pulled this off, but they�re just that, suspicions. I have no real evidence to back them up.�
�Well, if you think of anything, please keep us in mind.�
�Of course.�
�Sir, lunch is ready,� announced Sofia.
�You�re in for a real treat. I had Genevi�ve prepare a healthy meal for us,� said Houston.
�Healthy,� repeated Jackson.
Houston patted his midsection. �I�ve got to watch what I eat as I get older. Every meal can�t be steaks and spare ribs.�
�Today�s could have been,� muttered Jackson under his breath.
Outside, a man in his early thirties with short, blond hair and a well-tanned face, wearing a light-gray business suit, waited beside a large wooden table. The family resemblance was obvious.
�Gentlemen, may I introduce to you my nephew, Owen, my brother�s oldest son and the CEO of Olympus Space Technologies,� said Houston proudly.
�Gentlemen,� said Owen, firmly shaking hands with Mitchell and Jackson.
They all took a seat at the dining table. Mitchell grinned when four young women came out and served them lunch. They were all different. One was African-American, one was Hispanic, while another was Asian and the last girl had very pale skin, blonde hair and bright-blue eyes.
�Your staff, are they from all over the world?� Mitchell asked Houston.
�You have a good eye,� replied Houston.
�They�re hard to miss. Most of them could easily make the cover of a fashion magazine.�
�I think an international flavor helps brighten up my home.�
Jackson shook his head and mumbled to himself, �The rich sure do things differently.�
�I hope you like Caesar salad,� said Houston. �It�s one my favorite dishes.�
Owen wasn�t very hungry. He took a couple of bites of his meal and looked over at Mitchell. Clearing his throat, he said, �I suspect that my uncle has already conveyed his deepest sympathies for the loss of your colleague on Bouvet Island. I would like to add my condolences as well.�
�Thank you,� replied Mitchell.
�My uncle has over thirteen thousand employees. Accidents, unfortunately, do occur from time to time, sometimes with tragic results. However, this is the first time I can remember that someone working on our behalf was murdered,� said Owen, his voice full of emotion.
�Trust me, I intend to get to the bottom of this and make whoever is responsible for Maria�s death pay,� replied Mitchell.
Owen handed Mitchell a business card. �If I can be of any assistance, please do not hesitate to call on me.�
�Thanks,� said Mitchell. �I may take you up on that offer.�
After lunch, Houston led his guests to his private office at the back of his home. Filled with computers and television screens, it was the one place that reflected the true nature of the home�s owner. He asked Mitchell and Jackson if they wanted another drink.
Both men politely declined.
Houston took a seat behind his desk, while Mitchell, Jackson, and Owen sat down facing the desk.
Houston began, �Gents, as much as the loss of the probe pains me, it has forced my nephew and me to re-evaluate some of my company�s security protocols. This never would have happened if I had people with the same skill sets, like you gentlemen, working for me. I could have sent them and Miss Vega would still be alive today.�
�Sir, it�s not your fault. One of our own is to blame for what happened,� said Mitchell, having a sense of d�j� vu with the conversation.
�Still, I somehow feel responsible and that�s part of the reason I asked you two to come down here today. You see gents, Owen and I have talked about this, and we would like to offer you both a job with my company. Whatever you�re being paid now, I�ll double it.�
Mitchell grinned. �Sir, I�m sure that I speak for both Nate and me when I say that your offer is most generous; however, we both like where we work right now and don�t see a need for a change of employment.�
�I�ll triple your salary,� said Houston forcefully.
Mitchell looked over at Nate.
�Sorry, sir, but I couldn�t move my boy right now,� added Jackson. �He�s had some trouble in the past and needs stability in his life. A move would be too disruptive, and I�m not going to leave him and his mother behind to come and work down here. Like Ryan, I truly do appreciate the offer, and believe me, it�s mighty tempting, but I must also respectfully decline.�
�I don�t believe it,� said Houston, �two men who can�t be bought. You�re killing me.�
Mitchell shrugged as if to say sorry.
�Well, that�s too bad. I had hoped that you�d accept my uncle�s offer,� remarked Owen.
�Sorry to disappoint you both,� said Mitchell.
Houston stood. �Well, that didn�t go as I�d hoped. I guess you�re both in a hurry to get back home. I can have my driver take you back to the airport, and you�ll be home in no time.�
�Actually, sir, we�re not heading home, at least not right away,� said Mitchell. �Nate and I are heading to Baton Rouge to attend Miss Vega�s funeral tomorrow morning.�
�I�ll instruct my pilot to fly you there. He�ll remain on standby to fly you home after the service.�
�Sir, that would be greatly appreciated,� replied Mitchell.
�It�s the least I can do for you two.�
Houston asked Sofia to see Mitchell and Jackson to the waiting limo. He energetically shook their hands one last time and waited until they had left his office before taking his seat behind his desk.
�Well, it was a nice try,� said Owen to his uncle. �Perhaps in a few years, they�ll think differently.�
�Owen, time is not on our side,� replied Houston philosophically. �We need men who can think and act decisively working for us now, not in a few years� time. By then it could be too late. Our competitors have shown that they will stop at nothing to get what they want.�
�Yes, I always knew that espionage was a threat, but not murder. It chills me to think just how far our rivals will go to supplant us.�
�It doesn�t get much worse that murder.�
Owen checked the time. �Uncle David, I hate to run off, but I have a flight to catch.�
�Where are you heading now?�
�Washington, D.C. I�ve got a meeting with several congressmen who are friendly to our proposals for greater civilian access to the International Space Station. I�m hoping to convince them to lobby the Kempt administration on our behalf.�
Houston smiled. His nephew knew how to play the game well. Half of everything in business was about whom you knew and what they could do for you.
Owen stood, looked over at his uncle, and then hesitated as if trying to find the right words.
�Is something wrong, Owen?� asked Houston, seeing the look on his nephew�s face.
�Sir, I was approached by the Chief Financial Officer. He was concerned about a couple of irregularities that he had recently identified,� said Owen.
�What irregularities?�
�Well, it would appear that certain discretionary funds managed by yourself have recently become secret. Uncle, I know that it�s your money, and you can do as you please; however, as your CEO, I would like to know what is going on.�
Houston smiled. �Owen, there�s nothing to be concerned about. I�m just toying around with a few pet projects that have been on hold for a number of years. Trust me, when it all comes to fruition you�ll be among the first to know.�
Owen smiled. �I look forward to that.� He shook his uncle�s hand, left the room, and headed straight for his waiting limousine.
After pouring himself a tall glass of bourbon, Houston picked up a remote from his desk and switched on a wall-mounted screen.
�I take it that you saw and heard everything,� said Houston, as he looked up at McMasters� image on the screen.
�I told you they wouldn�t go for it,� replied McMasters. �They�re a pair of boy scouts. They can�t see that the world has changed around them. Trust me; you�re better off without them.�
�I�m not so sure,� said Houston. �They�re survivors and we�re going to need men like that when all is said and done.�
�What do you want me to do about them?�
Houston became quiet, lost in thought.
�Sir?�
�Wait until they�re in Baton Rouge and then kill them,� said Houston. �Make it look like a robbery gone bad, or something like that. And for God�s sake, make sure that nothing ties you or me to their deaths.�
�Not a problem. I know a few guys who could easily pull this off.�
�Don�t bother me with the details, just make it happen.�
�Sir, you also need to think about cleaning up all of your loose ends.�
�What do you mean by that?� asked Houston.
�If you want nothing to come back on you, you need to get rid of anyone you may have had business dealings with, especially those people in Russia who provided you with information on the probe.�
Houston sat back in his chair. �Go on.�
�Sir, not everyone you paid off is loyal to the cause. The man who sold the flight logs to one of your Russian associates is most definitely a threat to you if someone were to talk to him.�
Houston took a deep breath through his nostrils, slowly exhaled. �All right, have him and anyone else you deem a threat to me killed as well.�
Before McMasters could say another word, Houston picked up the remote and switched off the screen.
For a minute, he sat in silence and stared out the window. He watched as one of his women walked over towards the stable to make sure that his horse was ready for his afternoon ride. He enjoyed riding. It allowed him to clear his mind and to focus on what really mattered to him.
There was a knock at the door. A second later, the door opened and Sofia stepped inside. �Sir, I have your travel arrangements to Crete all worked out. Would you like to go over them?�
Houston stood and smiled at Sofia. �Not right now, perhaps after supper.�
�Very good, sir,� said Sofia with a nod.
As he watched her leave the room, his heart ached slightly at the thought that all of his loyal household staff would soon be dead.
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Pulkovo International Airport
Saint Petersburg, Russia
Jen had never been so happy to get off a plane and walk out into a busy airport terminal to pick up her luggage. Her flight left New York in the mid-afternoon; however, after stops in Washington and Frankfurt, the journey had taken just over fifteen hours. She stretched out her tired and aching neck as she watched as Sam and Cardinal made their way over to join her by the baggage carousel.
�I�m booking the flights next time,� muttered Sam. �My back is killing me from all this sitting.�
�I had a great sleep,� said Cardinal.
�Yeah, I heard you three rows away,� pointed out Jen.
�I don�t know how you can sleep as often as you do,� grumbled Sam.
�It comes with the territory,� replied Cardinal. �Why stand when you can sit? Why sit when you can lie down and why stay awake when you can sleep? When I was in the army, I spent plenty a night lying out in the open waiting to do my job. It�s payback time, as far as I�m concerned.�
Jen shook her head at her friends� banter as she reached for the first of her suitcases, slowly making its way down the carousel.
With all of their luggage in tow, Jen led them out into the bustling terminal. It may have been early in the morning, but the airport was already busy with people rushing to get to their flights.
�Where are the car rental places?� asked Cardinal as he looked around, trying to spot a sign pointing the way to the nearest business.
�Not needed. I have a car waiting for you,� said a voice from behind with a thick Russian accent.
As one, they all turned around and saw Yuri Uvarov standing there, wearing an undone, rumpled and dirty Russian Army jacket with his trademark Hawaiian shirt underneath. Tall, skinny, with a constant five o�clock shadow on his face and a black ponytail that hung down below his collar, Yuri was the fifth member of Mitchell�s team. Although not officially part of Polaris� establishment, Yuri was an indispensable teammate who could fly just about anything ever made.
�Where have you been?� Jen asked Yuri. �I�ve tried for days to reach you.�
�Da, I was lying low,� replied Yuri. �I ran into some old friends who claimed that I owed them money. A day later, they sent some goons to collect their money from me. I had to disappear or I would have ended up facedown in Gorki Park with a bullet in the back of my head.�
�Did you owe them money?� asked Sam.
�Da, but that is another story and not something for you to worry about, little lady.�
�As long as they don�t try to come after you while we�re around,� said Jen.
�Not to worry pretty lady, they won�t be bothering anyone ever again,� said Yuri with a quick wink at Jen.
Jen didn�t want to know what that meant.
Yuri continued, �I called Valery Tokarev. He is expecting us to pick him up around noon today.� With that, Yuri turned around and led them all outside into the frigid morning air. After walking through a busy parking lot, they stopped beside a small, forest-green BMW minivan. Yuri dug out his electronic starter and fired up the engine.
�You have to be kidding,� blurted out Cardinal when he saw how small the car was. �I�ll never fit in there.�
�Looks fine to me,� said Sam, smiling. �You�ll just have to bend your knees, my dear.�
�Sorry, it was all they had that could hold five people,� explained Yuri.
�I�m calling shotgun,� said Jen as she slid into the passenger-side seat.
�Where to first?� asked Yuri.
�Let�s check into our hotel,� said Jen. �I�d like to shower and change my clothes before we head out to meet Mister Tokarev.�
�Did you manage to round up some supplies in case we need them?� Cardinal asked Yuri, cryptically.
�Da, in the trunk. I am like the American Boy Scouts; I never go anywhere unprepared,� replied Yuri.
�Okay, then, I�d also like something to eat,� said Cardinal.
�There�s a small restaurant in your hotel. It is not the best in Saint Petersburg, but the food is not too bad. We can have a late breakfast,� said Yuri as he placed the car in gear and began to make his way out of the airport�s hectic parking lot.

Several hours later, with a light snow falling, Yuri pulled the minivan off the main road and drove down a narrow side street before coming to a halt in front of a drab, gray apartment block. Built at the height of the communist regime, the building looked like thousands of others spread throughout the country: cold, soulless and uninviting.
Yuri parked the car behind an old Lada covered in snow whose tires had gone flat months ago. He told Sam and Cardinal to remain in the car while he and Jen went inside to meet Mister Tokarev. Sam, as expected, objected to being left behind, but when Yuri pointed out that too many new faces would probably unsettle Tokarev, she relented and sat back in her seat.
They made their way to the tenth floor, using an elevator that Jen was certain wasn�t going to make it as it shook and shuddered the whole way up. A dimly lit hallway led to Tokarev�s apartment.
�My God, this place is rundown,� remarked Jen.
�Da, after communism fell many of these old buildings were bought up by, how do you say� unscrupulous people who probably haven�t spent a single ruble fixing them up.�
Yuri knocked on the door.
�Who is it?� called out an elderly woman in Russian.
�Yuri Uvarov and Miss Jennifer March,� replied Yuri. �Your husband is expecting us.�
A second later, the door cracked open. A woman looked out. �How do I know that you�re not from the police?� asked the woman.
�Madame, please look at us. Do we look like the police?� said Yuri.
Opening the door a couple a little wider, the old woman eyed Yuri and Jen suspiciously for a moment before slowly opening the door and asking them to step inside.
�What was that all about?� Jen quietly asked Yuri.
�In Russia, old habits die hard,� replied Yuri.
A couple of seconds later, a small man with thick, white hair and bushy eyebrows walked into view. He was dressed for the cold. Kissing his wife on the cheek, he told her that he would be gone for the day. Tokarev looked at Jen and Yuri and smiled warmly.
�Good day, Miss March, I am so pleased to meet you,� said Valery Tokarev, in Russian-accented English.
�Good day to you, too, sir,� replied Jen, holding out her hand in greeting. �I thought you didn�t understand English, that�s why I used a translator when we spoke over the phone.�
Tokarev gently shook Jen�s hand before doing the same with Yuri. �There�s an old Russian saying. Trust, but verify, Miss March,� said Tokarev.
Yuri chuckled. �I told you, pretty lady, old habits die hard. He was suspicious that you were from the government.�
Jen shook her head. �Sir, you can trust me. I�m not from the Russian or U.S. government. I was born and raised in Charlotte, North Carolina.�
�I can see that,� said Tokarev. �There aren�t too many black people here in Saint Petersburg, and those that live here, I�m sorry to say, aren�t treated too well by my fellow countrymen. Now please stop calling me Mister Tokarev and call me Valery.�
�And you can call me Jen.�
�Come, we have a bit of a drive ahead of us,� said Yuri. With that, Yuri promised Tokarev�s wife to have him back sometime after supper.
With Tokarev comfortably seated between Sam and Cardinal, Yuri drove off and made his way back onto the busy road. Merging with the traffic, Yuri failed to notice a black Lada 4x4, three cars back, as it began to follow them out of the city.

�Who are those people with Uvarov?� asked a bull-necked man with close-cut hair and cold, dark eyes sitting in the Lada with his hands clenched firmly around a pistol.
�I don�t know and I don�t care,� replied the driver, a squat man with long, black hair and massive hands that could easily crush the life out of anyone he laid his hands on.
�Shouldn�t we call in and ask Stanislav for advice?� asked the bull-necked man, thinking about their immediate boss in the local mafia.
�Screw that! He�s grown soft. Once he hears that there are Americans with Uvarov, he�ll just tell us to back off. I want the million-dollar bounty on Uvarov�s head and there�s nothing that Polish bastard can say or do to stop us from collecting it. Not now, not when we have him.�
The bull-necked man wasn�t so sure; disobeying the boss in the mafia wasn�t a wise move. Each spring the bodies of men foolish enough to do so were pulled from the rivers all around Saint Petersburg. However, the man sitting next to him wasn�t known as the Butcher for nothing. The thug took great pride in his work and had once bragged that he could keep a man alive for hours while he cut off pieces of his body with his razor-sharp meat cleaver. Whatever happened in the next few hours, the bull-necked man was sure it wasn�t going to be too pleasant.
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Most Blessed Sacrament Church
Baton Rouge, Louisiana
Mitchell stepped out from the modern, air-conditioned, red-bricked church and into a humid afternoon. A light drizzle fell from the sky. He moved off to one side and waited patiently for his friends while everyone slowly made their way outside. Funerals ranked up there with a visit to the dentist to have your wisdom teeth pulled, in Ryan Mitchell�s book. He smiled when a child ran out of the church and jumped up into the arms of her mother. The joy on the young mother�s face made Mitchell realize that there still was happiness and life to be found even after saying goodbye to a friend.
The people slowly began to trickle out of the church.
Dressed in black, only Mike Donaldson and Maria�s closest family, as per her brother�s wishes, were heading to the cemetery to watch as Maria was laid to rest for eternity.
O�Reilly shook the priest�s hand, thanked him for the service, walked over and set a hand on Mitchell�s arm. �I can see that look in your eyes, Ryan. We�ve been over this; Maria�s death isn�t your fault.�
�I know sir, but I can�t help how I feel,� replied Mitchell.
Changing topics, O�Reilly said, �Have you heard from Jen since she left?�
�Yes, she called this morning and said that they landed safely and that Yuri was there to meet them.�
�Well, that�s good news. Hopefully, they�ll be on a plane heading back home in the next day or two.�
�Yeah, that would be nice.�
�You know, Ryan, you never told me how your visit to Houston�s ranch went.�
Mitchell grinned. �He offered Nate and me triple our current salaries if we would come and work for him.�
�Good Lord, that�s a lot of money. What did you tell him?�
�Don�t worry boss, we turned him down. We don�t do this for the money. People are everything in this business and frankly, we have some of the best.�
�That we do,� replied O�Reilly proudly.
�Man, I hate funerals,� said Jackson, under his breath as he moved over beside Mitchell.
�I don�t think there�s anyone in the world that enjoys these things,� said Mitchell.
�Reminds me of the time my father died. He was a cop. I still remember the day when his boss came to the door and told my mother that some punk at a routine traffic stop had shot him. I�ve hated these things ever since.�
Mitchell knew that Jackson�s father had been a cop. It was the first time he had heard him mention how he died. Mitchell�s feeling of loss and melancholy returned. The sooner they were all back home, the better, as far as he was concerned.
�Well, gents, I think we should gather our things and then head to the airport,� said O�Reilly. �Houston called me this morning and said that we can use the plane you two flew in on to take us all back to Albany.�
�Oh, to be a billionaire,� mused Jackson.
�Keep dreaming,� replied Mitchell.

A short while later, their cab pulled off the highway and made its way towards the Baton Rouge Metropolitan Airport. Turning down a side road, the taxi drove to line of hangars at the far end of the airport where their private plane was waiting for them. After showing their IDs, Mitchell, Jackson and O�Reilly were allowed to proceed inside by a bored and indifferent airport security guard who looked like he was more than ready to retire.
The cab came to a stop outside of the tall, blue-and-white wooden hangar. Mitchell paid the cab fare and helped his friends move their luggage inside out of the falling rain. The expansive building was empty, except for Houston�s bright-yellow-and-green executive Learjet, waiting with its front door open and its stairs hanging down.
A second later, a blue-coated pilot with short blond hair stuck his head out and waved. �I take it you�re the folks I�m flying to Albany?� said the pilot cheerfully.
�That�s us,� replied Mitchell.
�Just leave your baggage by the stairs, and we�ll stow it on the plane for you.�
�Sounds good to me,� said Jackson, dropping his bags.
�We�re a couple of minutes behind schedule,� explained the pilot. �There�s a small lounge with awful coffee and a vending machine at the back of the hangar. If you�ll wait in there, we�ll come and get you when we�re ready to take off.�
�Beggars can�t be choosers,� said Mitchell, just happy to be heading home.
They walked to the back of the hangar and into the empty lounge. The worn furniture looked as if it had been bought in the 1970s. There were several old and tattered magazines lying on a small table in the middle of the room.
Jackson headed straight for the vending machine. He dug through his pockets, turned and looked over at Mitchell. �Hey Ryan, you got any change on you?�
�You really need to get your allowance upped,� quipped Mitchell as he handed Jackson a couple of one-dollar bills.
On the hangar floor, a couple of men in dirty blue coveralls and carrying toolboxes walked in from outside and strode towards the pilot as he stood filling out some paperwork. One man was white, with curly brown hair, while the other was African-American, with a smooth-shaven head and a neatly trimmed goatee.
�Excuse me, sir, is this the plane that�s scheduled to fly to Albany today?� asked the black man.
�Sure is,� replied the pilot without looking up from his paperwork.
�Have your passengers arrived?� queried the curly-haired man.
�Yes, they�re waiting in the lounge.� Suddenly suspicious, the pilot said, �Is there something I can do for you two gentlemen?�
�No,� replied the curly-haired man as he set his toolbox down and flipped it open. Before the pilot knew what was going on, the man pulled out a silenced pistol and fired a shot right between the pilot�s eyes.
Grabbing the body before it fell; the black man dragged it towards the plane�s open door.
The curly-haired assassin took a quick look around to make sure that no one had seen what he had done and then dashed inside the plane. In seconds, he killed the co-pilot and the steward.
The black man carried the pilot�s body up into the plane and dropped it on the bloodstained floor beside the dead steward. He swiftly dug out his pistol from his coveralls and screwed a silencer into the barrel. He looked over at his accomplice and said, �Ok, I�m gonna go through their luggage to make it look like a robbery. Make sure that after you kill them, you take all of their cash and valuables.�
The curly-haired man nodded his head, edged to the door of the plane and warily looked out.
They were still alone.
He climbed down from the plane, placed his gun hand behind his back. Whistling to himself, the thug walked calmly towards the lounge as if he were going to grab a cup of coffee.
He could hear a couple of men chatting.
The man, a former mob enforcer, opened the door to the lounge and stepped inside. Right away, he knew was wrong. There were only two men in the room; he had been told that there would be three of them. A muscular black man was standing there with a full coffee pot in his hand while an athletic-looking man with blue-gray eyes sat a nearby table looking over at him.
�Can I help you?� asked Mitchell, seeing the look of confusion in the man�s eyes.
�Where�s the other guy?� asked the thug as he brought the pistol out from behind his back.
�What other guy?� replied Mitchell.
�Don�t play dumb with me. I was told that there�s another guy with you. Where is he?�
Suddenly, the door to the washroom opened, and O�Reilly stepped out.
The man turned his eyes in O�Reilly�s direction.
It cost the thug.
Like a quarterback waiting until the last second to send the football into the end zone for a touchdown, Jackson threw the full pot of freshly brewed coffee straight at the curly-haired-man�s head. A split-second later, the glass container exploded on the side of the man�s forehead, sending scalding-hot coffee everywhere.
The man screamed in pain as he brought his hands up to his scalded face.
Mitchell instantly leapt up from his chair and ran straight at the man. He smashed into the man�s mid-section, tackling him to the ground. He reached over, grabbed the man�s pistol hand, and bashed his opponent�s hand hard into the concrete floor. The gun clattered across the floor. Mitchell let go of the thug�s hand, sat up on his chest and brought his right hand onto the man�s jaw as hard as he could, knocking him senseless.
�Nate, hand me the gun,� said Mitchell as he stood up. He shook out his hand. His knuckles stung like hell.
�Do you think there are more them out in the hangar?� asked O�Reilly.
�There�s only one way to find out,� replied Mitchell as he took the silenced pistol from Jackson.
�Give me thirty seconds. I�m gonna tie up our friend,� said Jackson as he dragged the unconscious body of their attacker over to the nearest chair.
�Sir, you stay here and call for the police,� said Mitchell to O�Reilly. �And don�t get any foolish ideas about following Nate and me out that door. I�ll put one in your knee if I have to, to keep you in here.�
O�Reilly knew that Mitchell meant every word. He reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and dialed 9-1-1.
�What�s the plan?� asked Jackson.
�I�m going to check on the pilot and the rest of the flight crew. I want you to make your way outside; if they have a getaway car, I don�t want it going anywhere,� explained Mitchell.
�Got it.�
Carefully opening the door, Mitchell brought up his weapon and stepped out onto the eerily quiet hangar floor. Behind him, Jackson, ghost-like, moved against the wall, aiming for a door at the opposite end of the building. With his pistol held out in front of him, Mitchell advanced on the plane. Within seconds, he could hear the sound of someone tossing things around inside the plane. He took a quick look around and rolled under the plane, coming up right beside the stairs. Silently, he stood up and peered inside the open door. Instantly, his blood boiled. On the floor were two bodies. Their blood-splattered clothing told Mitchell that they had all been murdered at close range. Without making a sound, Mitchell moved inside the plane, dropped to one knee and took careful aim at a black man who was rummaging through one of his suitcases.
�Stop what you�re doing, raise your hands, and turn around slowly,� warned Mitchell.
The black man swore, raised his hands, and turned around. Seeing Mitchell kneeling there with a weapon in his hands, the man shook his head.
�Now, slowly walk towards me and climb down from the plane onto the hangar floor,� said Mitchell, as he edged his way backwards. Soon both men were outside the plane. Mitchell ordered the man to lower his hands and place them in his coverall pockets, and told the man to get down on his knees.
�Where�s Dan?� the black man asked Mitchell.
�If you mean your curly-haired friend, he�s sleeping it off right now,� replied Mitchell.
The black man swore. �Listen, friend, if you know what�s good for you, you�ll let us go, and we can call it even.�
Mitchell chuckled. �I don�t think so. I�ve never learned what�s good for me. Besides, Baton Rouge�s finest will be here shortly to throw you and your friend in the slammer for murder and attempted murder. Not sure if the death penalty is still used down here, but either way, I doubt you will see much sunshine for the rest of your natural life.�
�Think again,� said a gravelly voice from behind Mitchell. �Put the pistol on the floor, or you�re dead where you stand.�
Mitchell glanced over his shoulder and swore when he saw a man step out from behind a tall crate. There was nothing he could do; the man had him in his sights. Mitchell slowly bent down and dropped the gun at his feet.
A second later, the black man got up off his knees and smiled at Mitchell like a shark about to devour his prey. �I can�t believe you�re ex-SOF.�
�We gotta go. If the cops have been called, we don�t have much time,� said the gravelly-voiced thug to his accomplice.
The black man picked up the silenced pistol at Mitchell�s feet and took a couple of steps back from him. He brought up the weapon and pointed it straight at Mitchell�s head. �Sorry, man, this is nothing personal. It�s purely business.�
Mitchell was about to tell the man to shove his pistol where the sun didn�t shine, when the man�s body suddenly jerked to one side as if pulled by some invisible force. His eyes went glassy and wide. A second later, he staggered forward a couple of steps and then, with a loud thud, he fell face-first onto the concrete floor. Right away, blood began to flow like a river from a wound in the dead man�s back.
Less than a second later, the other man�s head snapped over with a hole blasted into the side of it. His body dropped straight to the floor like a sack of potatoes.
Mitchell stood there staring down at the two bodies. It had all happened so fast.
�You all right?� called out a woman�s voice with a strong Scottish accent.
Mitchell immediately recognized the voice. �I am now, Ms. Maxwell,� said Mitchell.
Grace emerged from the shadows. Grasped tight in her hand was a silenced pistol. She was wearing a light-gray suit with an open-collared white shirt and practical black leather shoes.
�I told you to call me Grace,� she said as she lowered her weapon.
�Okay. Grace, please don�t tell me these were your people?�
�Lord, no, I only employ women,� replied Grace as she unscrewed the silencer from her 9mm Glock pistol. �And you�re welcome.�
�Sorry, thanks for saving my life,� said Mitchell. �If you�re not behind this, then why are you here?�
�I came to see you.� Grace placed her pistol away in her shoulder holster.
�Ryan, there�s no one outside,� called out Jackson as he ran back inside the hangar. When he saw Grace standing there with two dead bodies on the ground, he picked up the nearest tool he could find and looked over at Mitchell, who simply shook his head.
�It�s okay, Nate, I�d be dead without her. She�s on our side� I think,� said Mitchell.
Jackson walked over with the wrench still tight in his hand. �What happened?�
After quickly filling his friend in, Mitchell asked Jackson to go back and look after General O�Reilly. Jackson nodded his head and picked up one of the dead thugs� pistols. With a suspicious glance at Grace, he left her and Mitchell alone.
Grace took her cellphone from her pocket, brought up a picture, and handed the phone to Mitchell.
�Son of a bitch, you found him!� exclaimed Mitchell, looking down at a picture of Eric McMasters. �Where is he?�
�Venezuela.�
�Are you sure?�
�I wasn�t until just now. This picture was sent to me late yesterday afternoon.�
�Who�s in Venezuela?� asked O�Reilly as he walked out from behind the plane, accompanied by Jackson.
�McMasters, sir,� said Mitchell, handing the phone to his boss.
O�Reilly studied the image of the man who had betrayed him and murdered one of his people; just looking at the picture made him seethe with anger. �I guess I had best inform Houston that his probe is probably with whoever is paying McMasters in Venezuela.�
�I wouldn�t be too hasty to do that,� said Grace as he took her phone back.
�Why would you say that?� asked Mitchell.
�Because that picture was taken on an oil rig off the coast of Venezuela,� explained Grace. �Ostensibly it, along with four other rigs, was nationalized three years ago by the Venezuelan government. However, the people who work on that rig are all employees of a Venezuelan company owned and operated clandestinely by David Houston.�
�Are you sure about this?� asked O�Reilly.
�One hundred percent,� answered Grace. �Besides, you don�t think a man like Houston would walk away from a four-billion-dollar investment, do you?�
The sound of police sirens wailing in the distance began to grow louder by the second.
�That�s my cue to leave,� announced Grace.
�Wait,� said Mitchell, leaning over to grab her arm. �I take it you�re still after the missing probe.�
�Yes.�
�Well then, I want to come with you. I have a score to settle with McMasters.�
�Ryan, if you want me, I�ll be in the hotel bar of the InterContinental Tamanaco in Caracas, Venezuela tomorrow night from eight to eight-fifteen.� With that, Grace gently removed Mitchell�s hand from her arm, turned on her heels and faded into the shadows at the other end of the hangar.
Mitchell was about to say something when his mentor pre-empted him.
�I�ll deal with the police; you and Nate had best get moving if you�re going to catch up with her,� said O�Reilly. �Don�t worry about me. I can handle the situation from here on out.�
�Yes, sir,� replied Mitchell.
�Ryan, if she�s correct, then this is larger than I suspected. Be careful down there, the current Venezuelan government isn�t too keen on American ex-Special Forces personnel skulking around in their backyard. If they catch you, they�ll lock you up for life.�
�Then we had best not get caught,� said Mitchell.
With Nate by his side, Mitchell borrowed a nearby battery-powered cart and drove towards the main terminal of the airport. He knew it was a crapshoot. O�Reilly could probably run interference for a few hours, making up excuses as to where he and Nate had gone. After that, the authorities were going to lose their patience with him and demand to speak to them about the murders. By that point, Mitchell hoped that they would be beyond the reach of the U.S. government.
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Village of Kiselnya
Russia
Jen looked over at the small cottage nestled between two tall pine trees. The pathway leading to the front door was covered in snow. The curtains were drawn. If there hadn�t been smoke wafting out of a chimney, she would have sworn the home was deserted.
�Are you sure this is the right address?� asked Sam from the backseat.
�Da,� said Tokarev. �I have only been here once before, but I remember the house. This is where Pasha lives.�
Yuri opened the door and stepped out into the biting cold. �Okay, everyone out.�
Jen quickly bundled up as she got out of the car.
�Please let me do the talking, at least initially,� said Tokarev. �Pasha is a very withdrawn person. He was a helicopter pilot and lost a leg when he was shot down over Afghanistan. Some days, even for a Russian, he drinks a bit too much for his own good.�
They trudged through the snow to the front door. Tokarev knocked on the door and then waited. When no one came, Yuri walked over and banged loudly on the door with his fist.
�He could be sleeping,� said Yuri to Tokarev.
A couple of seconds later, the door cracked open a couple of inches. �Yes, what do you want?� asked a man with a bitter-sounding voice.
�Pasha, it is me, Valery,� said Tokarev. Pasha was the son of Vladimir Bykov, the senior mission planner for the Luna 15 mission.
�What is it?�
�Pasha, do you not remember that I called you a couple of days ago and asked if I could bring some people by to look over your father�s notes?�
Pasha hesitated for a couple of seconds and then opened the door. �Yes, I remember. Forgive me. Please come in.�
Yuri waved for everyone to follow them inside.
As they stepped out of the cold, Jen was pleasantly surprised at how warm it was inside Pasha�s little cottage. She unzipped her parka and handed it to Yuri, who collected everyone�s jackets. Pictures from Pasha�s days in the military covered the walls. A small television built twenty years ago sat silent against the wall. Jen wondered when it had last been turned on.
Pasha stepped back and ran a hand through his thinning hair. He was in his mid-fifties, short, with a round face that looked sad and tired.
Tokarev made the round of introductions while Pasha put on the kettle.
They all took a seat around the small dining table in the kitchen. Everyone made small talk, with Yuri and Tokarev translating for the non-Russian speakers. Pasha sorrowfully shook his head when he learned that both Sam and Cardinal had served in Afghanistan.
�Too many young men died there to keep a government in power that the people didn�t want,� observed Pasha.
�Only time will tell if we did any better,� replied Cardinal.
�Pasha, I don�t want to be rude, but we�ve driven a long way through the snow to get here. Could I please take a look at your father�s notes?� asked Tokarev.
Pasha pointed to a wooden chest on the floor. �They�re all in there. Aside from this house, those precious records of his were all my father left me when he died.�
Although Jen didn�t understand, she could hear a tone of bitterness and resentment in Pasha�s voice.
Yuri smiled, walked over to the chest, opened it, and grabbed the first couple of notebooks neatly stacked inside the box. Shaking his head, Yuri said, �Mister Tokarev, there are more than two dozen books and file folders in here. We could be here a while.�
�Well then, we had best get started,� replied Tokarev. �Bring what you have and look for anything that is dated 1969 or is related to the Luna 15 mission.�
Yuri put what he had on the table in front of Tokarev. Mumbling to himself, he dragged his chair over and began to sort through the chest.
�Well, I don�t mind telling you that I feel like a bit of a fifth wheel here,� said Sam to Jen.
�So do I,� replied Jen. �There�s not a lot we can do until Tokarev finds what he�s looking for.�
�Well, I didn�t fly all the way to Russia to sit here and do nothing,� announced Cardinal. �I�m going outside to shovel the walk for Pasha. After that, I�m going to grab an axe and cut up some wood for the stove.�
�Sounds like a good idea,� added Sam. �I think I�ll join you.�
A minute later, all bundled up, Sam and Cardinal stepped back outside. A light snow had begun to fall.
Jen took a sip of her tea, sat back in her chair, and watched as Tokarev skimmed through his late friend�s notes. After a few minutes, she decided that she had best give Fahimah a call. Jen dug out her iPhone and scrunched up her face when she saw that there was no cell reception.
�Pretty lady, that won�t work out here,� said Yuri. �This is the countryside. If the world ended tomorrow, it would take days for anyone around here to find out.�
�Wonderful,� muttered Jen. She slipped her phone back in her pocket, and then, trying to sound optimistic, she looked over at Tokarev and asked, �Have you found anything interesting?�
�My dear, I had no idea how much information my old friend managed to take from his office. This could take days. I have to go through these notes line by line. I don�t want to miss something by being too hasty,� replied Tokarev.
�If we have to stay, is there a hotel nearby that we could use?� asked Jen.
Tokarev shook his head. �The nearest hotel is over sixty kilometers away.�

Outside, the snow began to fall more heavily by the minute. Cardinal cursed the weather as he watched the path he had just cleared slowly begin to fill up with fresh snow. He was about to turn and join Sam behind the house cutting wood, when something caught his eye. He raised a hand to block the falling snow and looked over at a car parked on the road. He hadn�t noticed it when he first came out; however, it was sitting there with its engine running. His instincts told him to be suspicious.
�Damn,� said Cardinal to himself, when he realized that there was a man in the car, observing the cottage through a set of binoculars.
He stuck his shovel in a snowbank, walked over to Yuri�s minivan, opened the trunk, and pulled out a heavy canvas bag. Quickly unzipping the bag, Cardinal grinned when he found what he was looking for. Using the car for cover, Cardinal dropped to one knee and brought up the Dragunov sniper rifle to his shoulder. Through the weapon�s optical sight, Cardinal could clearly see two men sitting in the car watching the cottage. Both men were smoking and taking turns with the binoculars.
Cardinal lowered the rifle and dug around in the canvas bag for a loaded magazine. He found one, set it on the rifle, and smoothly pulled back on the charging lever, loading a round into the chamber. With his thumb, he made sure the safety was on. A second later, Cardinal brought up his weapon and looked back towards the car. He smiled when he saw one of the men smash his cell phone down on the dash and begin to berate his partner for some transgression. With the men still yelling at one another, the car pulled away and quickly disappeared from sight in the falling snow. Cardinal stood up from behind the minivan. He knew the men would be back.
He had been so focussed on the car that he didn�t hear Sam walk up beside him. �I hope that you�re not going deer hunting without a licence,� said Sam dryly. �This may be the Russian countryside, but I bet they have laws out here, too.�
�I saw a car on the road. It�s gone now, but there were two men it and they were watching the cottage.�
�Are you sure? Perhaps they were lost and pulled over to check a map.�
Cardinal shook his head. �They had binoculars with them. I saw them checking out the cottage.�
�Damn. That can only mean one of two things. Either some of Yuri�s pals are looking for him or someone else is looking for us.�
�Looks that way.�
�What do you want to do?� asked Sam as she grabbed a 9mm pistol and loaded a magazine into it.
�Staying out here isn�t an option. I say we load everyone up in the minivan and hightail it back to Saint Petersburg before our friends come back.�
�Sounds good to me. What about Pasha? What if he doesn�t want to leave his home?�
�I don�t know. If he stays, one thing is for sure: he won�t be alive in the morning,� replied Cardinal, grasping his rifle tight in his hands.
Sam dashed back inside the house while Cardinal stayed outside and kept watch. She quickly passed on what had happened outside. Yuri translated for Pasha. With an angry look on his face, Pasha walked over to his telephone and tried to call the police, only to find that the police officer on the other end of the line sounded three sheets to the wind.
Three minutes later, with everyone jammed into the minivan, Yuri hurriedly backed the automobile out onto the road. He spun the minivan�s wheel in his hands as he turned the vehicle in the direction of the main highway heading back to Saint Petersburg.
Cardinal sat up front. He�d traded his sniper rifle for a compact AKS-74 carbine. He looked over at the passenger-side, rearview mirror and tried to see if they were being followed. With the snow coming down, it was hard to see anything that was not right behind them. By the time he spotted them, he knew it would be too late.
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Superyacht Oceanus
Gulf of Heraklion, Crete
The gold-and-white, VIP helicopter slowly descended from the azure-blue sky, like a hawk coming in to land. Below, resting on the smooth, glass-like surface of the Mediterranean was the superyacht Oceanus. Built in Greece for Dimitri Kazan, a billionaire whose family owned and operated almost half the world�s supertankers, the Oceanus was the most expensive private yacht in the world. At over one hundred and seventy meters in length, the ship had two helipads, one fore and one aft. With nine decks and three swimming pools, the Oceanus could comfortably host twenty guests in the most opulent rooms imaginable. Sixty men and officers worked aboard the vessel, keeping it running in top shape. The ship�s chef, lured away from a high-end Paris restaurant to cook meals for the vessel�s many visitors, was reputed to make in excess of one million dollars a year.
Smoothly landing on the aft helipad, the pilot quickly turned off the helicopter�s engines. The instant the blades stopped, a blue-uniformed sailor ran over and opened the passenger-side door.
David Houston climbed out of the air-conditioned helicopter and felt the warm air coming off the sea. He looked around and smiled when he saw Dimitri Kazan standing on an oval-shaped deck just above the landing pad.
Kazan was dressed in a cream-colored shirt and pants. With a drink in his hand, he looked like a man who didn�t have a care in the world.
�Sir, if you�ll follow me,� the sailor said to Houston.
With a nod of his head, Houston followed the young man off the helipad and out onto the ship�s wooden floor. Houston had dressed for the occasion, with his favorite pair of snakeskin cowboy boots, a large, brass belt buckle, and a new, white Stetson hat. Houston was playing up the fact that he, unlike any of the other guests already on board the Oceanus, came from Texas.
�Ah, David, it is so good to see you again,� said Kazan with a wide smile as Houston joined him on deck.
�It�s good to see you too, Dimitri,� replied Houston.
Kazan handed Houston a glass of Scotch. �How long has it been since we were last together?�
�It was two years ago in Scotland at Gavin�s castle. If I remember right, you got quite drunk on the last night there and made a play for Gavin�s young wife.�
Kazan chuckled. �Yes, I was a bit of a buffoon that night wasn�t I?�
�Yes, you were,� replied Houston before taking a long sip of his drink. �If I hadn�t been there, I�m sure he would have cut you in half with that sword he was chasing you with.�
�Well, all seems to be forgiven as he is belowdecks, waiting for your arrival with all the others.�
�Am I the last to arrive?�
�Yes.�
�Sorry about that,� said Houston sincerely. �I had a couple of things I wanted to tidy up before leaving home.�
�David, you are always the last to arrive. Besides, this time you are only a couple of hours late. Come, let us join the others.�
With that, Kazan led Houston deep into the interior of the Oceanus. To Houston, the brightly lit, ultramodern rooms and hallways reminded him of a spaceship, not a luxury boat. Together, they walked into a spacious room, with a large, tan-colored, crescent-shaped couch nestled against the far wall. Houston smiled when he saw his friends busily chatting with one another. They were the other ten members of the Plutus Society. Secretly formed in college, the twelve men and women in the room had kept in contact ever since. A couple of young Greek women in short skirts and tight, white shirts walked about the room, holding trays of drinks.
�Glad you could make it, David,� called out a baldheaded man with a thick Scottish brogue.
�You don�t have that sword with you, Gavin?� asked Houston.
�No, I don�t, nor do I have my wife either,� replied Gavin. �I got rid of her the day after you all left my place. If old Dimitri could catch her eye, she wasn�t worth keeping.�
Houston smiled back at his friend. That would make wife number six in just over twenty years. He must have incredibly airtight prenup agreements and one sharp lawyer, thought Houston.
Gavin Dearan�s company owned and operated more oil rigs in the North Sea than the next two companies combined. His wealth was conservatively estimated to be in the region of twenty-five billion dollars.
A slender Asian woman with long, black hair and a beautiful face dressed in a tight, green dress walked over and then gently slipped her arm under Houston�s right arm. �It�s good to see you again, David.�
�You too, Reika,� replied Houston.
Reika Ito was the sole owner of Japan�s largest computer- and software-manufacturing company. Having recently diversified her holdings, Reika�s personal wealth was a closely guarded secret, but Houston knew it to be somewhere north of forty billion dollars.
Everyone in the room had by good fortune or hard work had become a multi-billionaire by the time they turned thirty years of age. Aside from oil and computer technology, some had made their fortunes manufacturing arms for the world�s never-ending conflicts, while others� money came from shipping, the aviation industry, or real estate.
�As your host, I would ask that you all take a seat and we can proceed with tonight�s agenda,� announced Kazan.
Houston and Reika took a seat at one end of the massive sofa.
Kazan waited for the serving girls to leave the room. The instant the door closed, all of the glass windows frosted over. A dull humming sound filled the room, only to fade away a couple of seconds later.
�Nothing to be alarmed about,� announced Kazan. �It�s just the latest in anti-surveillance technology. An electronic wall has been established around the room. There isn�t a device anywhere in the world that can penetrate the shield. You can all talk freely without the threat of anyone hearing a single word that will be spoken here today.�
Houston stood up. �Very well, I�ll begin as I was the one who asked for this meeting to take place. Ever since we formed this informal group of ours back in 1971, we have always understood that in order for our companies to remain wealthy there has to be a balance between supply and demand. Currently, the world�s population is more than seven billion and is expected to rise to over nine billion by 2050. We all know that there are a finite number of resources out there for all of those people to consume. Whether it is food, water, oil, arable land or whatever, the way the world is consuming these resources, we are headed for a global catastrophe unless something drastic is done about it.�
�David, we have discussed this issue at every meeting we have ever had,� said a man with thinning gray hair, gold-rimmed glasses and a strong French accent. �Many of us, myself included, have spent countless millions helping aid organizations educate the Third World about birth control, yet the populations of many of those countries continue to grow at an alarming rate.�
A German woman, dressed in a dark business suit, with a long, slender face and silver-gray hair, joined the conversation. �I have lobbied hard with the Green Party in several countries to try and bring in more eco-friendly legislation. My people have also helped many power companies in Europe adopt newer and more sustainable means of generating power.�
�Don�t push too hard, Heike,� said Houston. �We need people to keep buying our products or we�ll all become penniless.�
The last remark elicited a good laugh from the people in the room.
�I know you are all doing your best and are to be commended for your efforts. However, we have to be brutally honest with ourselves; our efforts to influence human behaviour across the globe have all failed miserably. It�s like a sickness; people everywhere want to live beyond their means, and they don�t care about the consequences. That is for another generation to worry about.�
A portly Chinese businessman sitting next to Kazan said, �This is no longer just a first-world problem. Pollution has become a real problem in my country. In our rush to modernize, we have become the world�s largest polluter. It is estimated that China�s population will grow to one and a half billion people by 2050 while our ability to produce food will shrink by thirty-seven percent, placing a huge strain on our economy.�
�Agree or disagree with the global-warming theorist, none of us can deny that man has drastically changed the world in the past century and not always for the good,� pointed out an African-American man with a thick Boston accent.
�Folks, if something far-reaching isn�t done, I�m afraid that the world will soon reach a point of no return,� said Houston. �If things don�t change, we stand to lose all that we have and I, for one, happen to like my life just the way it is. You have all worked hard to build a legacy that you can pass on to your children. Do you want to lose it all? I know I don�t, not when we have the means to stop the madness.�
�What are you driving at, David?� asked Gavin.
�In order for the world to be able to support the population it has over the long term, something has to give,� replied Houston bluntly.
�Go on,� said Gavin.
�According to many studies out there, in order to stave off the looming ecological disaster the Earth needs to shed one-third of its current population, and not over time. No, it must happen now!��
Kazan leaned forward and looked over at Houston. �David, are you telling us that two billion people need to die in order for us to maintain our current wealth?�
�Yes, and it�s two-point-two billion, to be precise,� said Houston.
�My God, are you sure of that figure?� asked Heike, visibly shocked at the pronouncement.
�Heike, the figures have been checked and double-checked. One-third of the population must go,� replied Houston.
A heavyset Nigerian man in a silver-gray suit stood up and turned to face Houston. �David, please. There has to be another way. Perhaps Heike is correct,� he said with a nod of his head to the German woman sitting across from him. �If we were to further diversify our corporations and become world leaders in renewable energy, we might be able to stave off this catastrophe and still make a fortune in the process.�
Houston shook his head. �Shofu, perhaps green technologies are the future for all of us. However, to be blunt, the patient is dying. If we cut off a limb, he�ll live. However, if we don�t, he�ll die, and our grandchildren will live in a world racked by famine, disease and war as the countries of the world compete for an ever-shrinking pool of resources.�
�David, why do you care? You don�t even have children,� countered Gavin.
�That is true. I chose not to have a family. However, my brother�s son is my CEO and heir. I want him and his family to continue to live in a healthy and prosperous world.�
Kazan said, �Say we accept your premise that one-third of the world�s population must go. What exactly are you proposing?�
Houston walked to the center of the room so he could look directly into the faces of his friends. �Folks, I have been quietly recruiting likeminded people to our cause for decades. However, they are unaware of the people who make up this little group of ours. As far as they are concerned, their participation begins and ends with me. I have managed to entice a fair number of politicians, high-ranking military officers, business leaders, environmentalists, and even several media personalities into working for me. They are all highly committed individuals; some do it for altruistic means, others for monetary or personal reasons. About a year ago, I came across some information that, if true, was the answer to our prayers. Since that time, I have been cashing in favors with these people in order to determine the validity of the information that I had obtained.�
Shofu raised his hand. �I�m sorry, David, you�re losing me. What information have you obtained?�
�I�m sorry, for now that will have to remain my secret,� responded Houston. �Suffice it to say, I have already implemented my plan to reduce the world�s population by one-third.�
�Are you mad?� uttered Heike, growing visibly agitated. �You should have spoken with us before you went ahead with your plan. I won�t be a party to genocide.�
�I�m sorry you feel that way, Heike, but I couldn�t sit around and wait for the approval of my friends. For forty years, we have met and discussed this issue until we were blue in the face. Someone needed to act if we are to save the world.�
Gavin looked down at his half-drunk glass of Scotch and then with a heavy sigh he said, �What have you done, David?�
�I did what needed to be done. For obvious security reasons, I�m not going to divulge my plans to you at this time,� replied Houston. �If any one of you were to talk with the authorities, please understand that it would be unfortunate for you and your family. And don�t think that I won�t know if you do. Some of the most trusted people in your inner circles are really some of my people.�
An angry murmur ran through the room.
�Please, my friends don�t think that I am some kind of heartless monster. I am doing this for the good of the planet. As we have known each other for over forty years, I am asking all of you to get your affairs in order. When the time is right, I will contact you all with the details of when and where to meet.�
�And what if we refuse?� said Heike defiantly.
�Then you, your children and their children will most likely be dead before the end of the month,� replied Houston coldly.
Heike grew pale. She turned her eyes to the floor.
Houston knew that Heike, like all the others, would bend to his will.
Houston smiled triumphantly. He picked up his drink and looked out over his business colleagues. �One last thing before I head back to Texas for a fundraiser, and this is not open to negotiation when you arrive at the secret location. I want you all to bring with you legally binding documents, giving me fifty percent of all your companies� stock.�
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Road to Saint Petersburg
Russia
�I can�t see a damn thing,� moaned Cardinal, trying his best to see out of the snow-covered windshield.
�For God�s sake, Yuri, please slow down,� said Sam from the back of the minivan.
Yuri reluctantly took his foot off the accelerator.
Outside, a blizzard was whipping snow like an impenetrable white blanket across the road. Visibility had dropped to mere meters. The wipers on the minivan were fighting a losing battle to keep the windshield clear.
�I�m still not getting any reception on my phone,� said Jen as she turned it in her hand. It still didn�t show any bars.
�It�s okay, everyone,� said Yuri. �I have driven in worse.�
�So have I, back home in Canada,� added Cardinal, �but I wasn�t speeding and driving down the middle of the road, either.�
�Do you think we got away without being seen?� asked Tokarev nervously.
�I wouldn�t count on it,� replied Sam. �Once they realize that we�re no longer at Pasha�s house, they�ll come looking for us.�
Tokarev translated for Pasha, who responded by glumly shaking his head.
�Look out!� yelled Cardinal, as a truck suddenly emerged out of the swirling snow like a polar bear charging straight at them.
Yuri instantly swerved the car back onto his side of the road. With a wide grin on his face, he said, �Not to worry, I saw him coming.�
�Sure you did,� muttered Cardinal.
�Yuri, this isn�t a helicopter,� said Sam, loudly. �Please, please stay on your side of the road from now on.�
�Da, little lady, I will try,� responded Yuri as he leaned forward, trying to see where the road ended and the snow-covered fields began.
In the back, Pasha said something aloud in Russian.
�What did he say?� asked Jen.
Tokarev translated. �Pasha said that his cousin lives nearby and that we should get off this road before we have an accident.�
�Amen to that,� said Jen. �Ask him for directions.�
Suddenly, from behind, the thugs� black Lada 4x4 slammed hard into the back of their vehicle. Sam and Jen screamed as the minivan spun around in circles on the icy road like a child�s toy.
�Turn into the spin!� yelled Cardinal as Yuri struggled to gain control of the minivan.
To add to their discomfort, the bull-necked thug in the Lada chasing them rolled down his window, thrust his fully automatic Glock 17 pistol out and opened fire. The first burst went wide; however, the second one struck the rear of the minivan, shattering the rear windshield, sending a shower of glass onto the people sitting in the backseat. Jen screamed in terror.
�Get us off the road!� screamed Sam, shielding Pasha as best she could with her body.
Yuri�s eyes widened when he saw a car on the wrong side of the road race out of the snowstorm straight for them. With a prayer on his lips, he gently applied the brakes and turned the wheel hard over. For a second, it looked as if the two vehicles were going to hit head-on, when the minivan�s tires found a piece of clear road and gripped the asphalt, pulling them out of their chaotic spin.
In the blink of an eye, the two cars sped past one another with less than a millimeter to spare. The other driver cursed and shook his fist at Yuri. However, his troubles weren�t over. He barely had time to react to the black Lada coming at him. The astonished driver hit the brakes and turned the wheel hard. A second later, the car slid off the road and into the deep snow covering a farmer�s field.

Letting off another burst, the bull-necked thug swore when he saw his shots strike the road in front of the van. Pulling his frozen hand back inside, he quickly went to change magazines when he saw Yuri�s minivan unexpectedly leave the road. After calling their boss, the two thugs were now on a mission to kill Uvarov and everyone in the minivan. The word on the street was that there was a two-million-dollar payout for the first men to kill them all, and they wanted the money.
�Where are you going?� called Jen, as she held on for dear life in the back of the vehicle as it bounced up and down on the narrow frozen dirt road.
�I�m going to try and lose them in those woods,� said Yuri over his shoulder.
�What woods?� asked Cardinal, trying to see what Yuri was going on about. He was about to say something when, through the snow, he saw a dark line of fir trees about one hundred meters away.
�Can we reach them in time?� asked Sam.
Yuri glanced up at his rearview mirror and winced; the Lada was still coming after them. Worse than that, it was closing in behind them. The engine light flashed on. �I think we have a problem,� glumly said Yuri. �They may have hit the engine.�
Cardinal couldn�t believe their bad luck. He looked over his shoulder at Sam and Jen trying their best to protect the two men in their care. Cardinal knew what he had to do. Flipping the AK�s safety off, he looked over at Yuri. �When I tell you to, I want you to slow down for just a second and then drive this thing like a bat out of hell.�
�Why?� asked Yuri.
�There�s no time to explain,� replied Cardinal firmly. �Now slow down!�
Yuri put his foot on the brakes. The minivan slowed down. A second later, Cardinal flung open his door and rolled out onto the snow. He didn�t hear Sam cursing him as he rolled over on his shoulder and came up on his knees. With the AK held out in front of him, he took aim down the road.

In the Lada, the bull-necked thug was growing anxious. He had temporarily lost sight of the minivan in the snow as it blew across the open field. The man known as the Butcher was driving the car and swearing up a storm. If they lost them, both men knew there�d be hell to pay with their short-tempered boss.
�What is the hell that?� asked the Butcher as he leaned forward over the steering wheel, trying to get a better look at a dark object on the road directly in front of them.
�Jesus, it�s a man,� was as far as the bull-necked man got before the front windshield of their Lada exploded inwards. Bullets and shattered glass tore into their bodies, instantly shredding them to bloody pulps.

Cardinal kept his finger on the trigger until the entire thirty-round magazine was empty. He watched as the Lada, its windshield blown away, swerved off the road and come to a sliding halt about thirty meters away. He quickly changed magazines, got up on his feet, and cautiously approached the Lada. Its engine was still running; however, the front of the vehicle had slipped into a ditch hidden under the snow. With his weapon trained on the car, he stepped close. Cardinal looked down into the broken windshield and saw that the passenger was dead with a hole in his head. Unbelievably, the driver, although covered in blood, was still alive.
The driver lifted his head slightly and saw Cardinal standing there. Painfully, he reached down and grabbed hold of the meat cleaver that he had used to end so many of his enemies� lives. With a loud, bloody cough, he brought the sharp blade up. With a maniacal grin on his face, he defiantly swore at Cardinal.
Cardinal pulled the trigger, firing one round into the man�s head, ending the thug�s miserable life. �Idiots,� muttered Cardinal to himself. He quickly checked the car for any other passengers, turned off the ignition, and threw the keys out into the blowing snow.
It was done.
Cardinal looked back towards the snow-covered treeline and couldn�t see Yuri�s minivan. A cold shiver ran down his spine. He may have finished off the men following them, but he knew that people like them seldom worked alone. There would be more and he wanted to make sure that he was ready for them next time.

Five minutes later, Cardinal found Sam standing in the middle of the road in the blowing snow, with a pissed-off look on her face. �Just what the hell do you think you were doing, mister?�
�It was the first thing that came to mind,� replied Cardinal, stopping in front of her.
�Well, it could have gotten you killed. Did you think about that?�
�No, I suppose I didn�t.�
�No, you didn�t. Don�t do that again!�
�I won�t,� he replied leaning forward for a kiss.
�There�s no time for that. Follow me,� said Sam curtly.
A short while later, they walked inside an old barn that thankfully still had its roof. The minivan�s engine had seized up a dozen or so meters from the barn and had to be pushed inside. Jen sat over by an iron stove that looked like it had been last used during the Russian Revolution. Using pieces of wood littering the floor, Jen soon had a roaring fire going.
�Well, at least we won�t freeze to death,� said Yuri, trying to make light of their situation.
Sam walked over to an old chest, flipped open the lid and rummaged about inside for a minute or two. When she stood up, she held a couple of candles in her hands. She lit them. Their flickering light lit up the area around the stove.
�Not quite like home, but it�ll have to do,� remarked Jen as she dug out her cell phone. She pursed her lips and shook her head when she saw that they still had no reception.
Pasha and Tokarev sat down on a couple of old crates looking scared and tired. Pasha said to Yuri, �Tell me, does it always go this way for you and your friends?�
Yuri shrugged his shoulders. �It�s been worse.�
�I always thought the KGB would come for me,� remarked Tokarev. �I guess it beats dying of old age.�
�Gentlemen, there�s no need to talk like that,� said Yuri. �Trust me, we�ll all be home tomorrow with a story that you can one day tell your great-grandchildren.�
�Yuri, did you happen to pack any food?� called out Sam, as she dug around in the back of the minivan.
�Da, I bought some cookies and a few cans of coke at the airport,� replied Yuri.
�Got them,� said Sam triumphantly.
Cardinal walked over beside Yuri. �It�s getting dark outside. We�re going to have to ride out the storm until morning. Hopefully, the snow will lift and we can find a home around here with a phone, or it�s going to be a long, cold walk back to Saint Petersburg.�
�If we�re going to be stuck in here, I�m getting back to work,� said Tokarev. He returned with a couple of notebooks and began to read them by candlelight.
Yuri helped himself to a cookie and said to Cardinal. �We can take turns on sentry tonight?�
�It would be the wise thing to do,� replied Cardinal. �We�ll do four-hour shifts. I�ll start. You can follow me and Sam can have the last shift.�
�Da, sounds good,� replied Yuri, taking another cookie.

A couple of hours later, the storm picked up in its intensity. Powerful winds surging down from the north buffeted the aged barn, which creaked and groaned like a banshee every time a gust of wind struck it.
After draping an old woolen blanket over Pasha while he slept sitting up, Jen moved over beside Tokarev and offered him one of the last remaining cookies.
Taking it, he smiled at Jen and set the book he was reading down on his lap. �Miss March, before Pasha decided to get some sleep, he confided in me that we aren�t the first people interested in his father�s old books.�
�Somehow that�s not a surprise. Did he say who else was?�
�Yes. About a year ago, when he was hard up for cash, a man claiming to be making a documentary about the Luna 15 mission approached him. For five thousand dollars, Pasha photocopied his father�s notes and sold them to the man.�
�Does he remember the man�s name?�
Tokarev shook his head. �Unfortunately not. He feels really bad for not telling us earlier.�
�What�s done is done,� said Jen philosophically.
�Miss March, what were you told about Luna 15?�
�Not too much,� replied Jen, �only that the official history is wrong and that it drilled into the Moon�s surface and subsequently returned to Earth with a sample of rock.�
�Do you know what they found when they drilled into the rock?�
�We were told that they found platinum.�
Tokarev placed his hand on his book, looked deep into Jen�s eyes, and said, �I�m sorry, but that cannot be possible. Someone was not being truthful with you. I have gone over the findings sent back to Earth by the probe as it sped through space and it most assuredly did not find platinum.�
�Okay then, what did it find?�
�The sample contained genetic material. I�m not a medical doctor, but after reading these files, I believe that they may have accidentally found a living pathogen up there.�
�My God. No wonder your government tried to destroy it by burning it up in the atmosphere.�
�Exactly,� said Tokarev, nodding his head. �Now, my dear, why would someone want to get their hands on a pathogen that we know absolutely nothing about?�
A sinking feeling in Jen�s stomach told her that they had stumbled across something that could potentially affect every living thing on the planet. �We have to warn the authorities.�
�Let�s not be too hasty. If the weather breaks in the morning and we can get a lift back home, I know a man who works at the university who can read these findings better than I can. I could be wrong, and the last thing we need to do is cause a panic because an old man misread some data that is over forty years old.�
�Right you are,� said Jen as she patted Tokarev�s arm. �You should try and get some sleep. I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be a long day.�
Jen stood up, ran a hand through her hair, and walked over by Sam, who was reassembling her pistol after cleaning it.
�You look like someone just stole your bike,� said Sam to Jen.
Jen sat down and let out a deep sigh. �I wish it were that simple. You know that before I met Ryan my life was boring and safe; now its months of routine paperwork laced with several days of sheer terror.�
�You seem to be doing all right.�
�Yeah, I guess so. Sam, have you ever known something that you wished wasn�t true?�
�Once or twice. Why, what�s on your mind?�
�The end of the world.�
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Hotel InterContinental Tamanaco
Caracas, Venezuela
At precisely eight o�clock, Mitchell walked into the hotel bar and took a quick glance around the dimly lit room. In the corner, a white-haired man in a tuxedo played the piano while he sang a Billy Joel song from the eighties in Spanish. The lounge wasn�t too busy. It was mainly older couples sitting together, spread throughout the room for a bit of privacy while they enjoyed their drinks.
Mitchell was dressed casually in khaki slacks with a blue polo shirt. He walked over to the bar and ordered a Scotch on the rocks. After tipping the bartender well, he asked if a young woman with short red hair and green eyes had been in the bar earlier in the day. Before the man could answer, Grace Maxwell slid onto the stool right beside Mitchell and ordered a gin and tonic.
�You�re late,� said Mitchell to Grace.
�A minute, perhaps,� replied Grace. �I wanted to make sure you weren�t followed.�
�And was I?�
�No,� answered Grace as she paid for her drink. Like Mitchell, she was dressed informally. Grace wore a loose-fitting, silver-colored shirt, with long, white pants and comfortable shoes.
�Why don�t we take a table and talk in private?� said Mitchell.
Grace nodded her head. They took a booth in the corner of the lounge.
�Any trouble getting out of the States?� asked Grace.
�None. I suspect the general was able to do the Potomac two-step shuffle for a few hours before they realized that we were gone.�
Grace looked around the bar. �Where�s your sidekick?�
�Over there,� replied Mitchell with a grin on his face as he pointed to a table near the piano player. With Jackson was an Asian woman in her late twenties. By the annoyed look on her face, she was none too happy that Jackson was sitting beside her.
�I see you found my backup,� said Grace.
�You�re not the only person to take precautions. Nate was in the lobby reading a paper. He must have spotted you and followed you and your friend inside the bar.�
�I�ll have to be more observant in the future,� replied Grace before taking a sip of her drink.
�If you don�t mind, Grace, I�d really like it if we got down to business.�
�Very well,� replied Grace as she dug out her phone from her purse. She brought up a picture of an oil rig. �This is the oil rig where McMasters was sighted two days ago. According to my source, he hasn�t left the platform.�
�How would you know? He could have left via a helicopter in the middle of the night, and your source would be none the wiser.�
Grace shook her head. �That�s not possible.�
�How can you be so sure?�
�Because my source is on the rig, that�s why.�
�I won�t ask how you pulled off that minor miracle.�
�It was too easy. Most of the culinary staff is women. I had her pay off one of the usual women to call in sick. They�re always having issues hiring good people, so my person reported for work and took her place.�
�Where is the rig?�
�It lies a few kilometers offshore.�
�Is it guarded?�
�No more than any other oil rig in Venezuela.�
�I take you have a plan to get us on board?�
�Naturally,� replied Grace, �but I want your assurance that if we find it, I get the Luna 15 probe.�
�You have my word. It�s yours. All I want is McMasters for killing Maria.�
�Very good, then. Meet me at this address in the nearby port of La Guaria,� said Grace as she handed Mitchell a piece of paper. �My boat shoves off at midnight. Don�t be late. I won�t wait for you.�
She quickly finished off her drink, stood up and then walked out of the lounge followed a couple of seconds later by her backup.
Nate sauntered over and slid into the booth. �So what�s up?�
�It looks like we have to go shopping for some new clothes and then catch a cab,� replied Mitchell, looking down at his watch.
�What�s wrong with how I�m dressed?� said Jackson, looking down at his bright-red Hawaiian shirt.
�Nothing, if we were about to go walking through Disneyland; however, where we�re going, you�d stand out like a sore thumb.�
�And just where are we going?�
�Onto an oil rig in the Caribbean.�
�Wonderful. I�m sure this is going to turn out well,� muttered Jackson.

A darkened fishing boat rose and fell with the waves as it made its way towards the massive oil rig on the horizon. The ship�s captain was an elderly man with deep lines on his weathered face. Aside from being a legitimate fisherman, he was known from time to time to do the odd job that wasn�t strictly legal, if the money was right and the chances of being caught were low. As the stakes were high, he had been paid more than triple his usual fee.
Brightly lit up like a Christmas tree, the oil rig looked a city that had been transplanted out in the middle of nowhere. A bright red-orange flame shot high into the black night sky, the flammable gas venting from a tall tower leaning out over the side of the rig. Numerous cranes hung over the side of the platform like so many metal skeletons. The Bolivar V was a semi-submersible platform with part of her tall pontoons submerged under the water to keep it buoyant. Four massive, tower-like legs that disappeared thirty meters below the surface supported the platform. Sitting twenty meters above the warm waters of the Caribbean, the rig was one hundred and fifty meters long and one hundred and fifteen wide. Like an apartment block, it had multiple levels built onto it. In all, the Bolivar V weighed in excess of thirty-two thousand metric tons. It truly was a marvel of engineering.
�Well, that�s something you don�t see every day,� said Jackson to Mitchell as he joined him out on the deck of the old fishing boat.
�No, no you don�t,� replied Mitchell.
Both men were dressed in black shirts and pants. Bought for twice what they were worth from a tailor who was locking up his shop when they ran up and asked him to keep it open for ten more minutes.
A couple of seconds later, Grace walked over. �We can�t risk going any closer. If we do, we�ll most certainly draw the attention of the people on the platform, and they�ll have the Venezuelan Navy breathing down our necks in the blink of an eye.�
�What can you tell us about the oil rig?� Mitchell asked Grace.
�It works on a two-week cycle. A crew change took place only a couple of days ago; that�s how I managed to insert one of my people onto the rig. There are fifty people working day and night to extract the oil. They�re split into two shifts, so there shouldn�t be more than twenty-five people awake when we climb aboard. They�re focused on the drill and all of its equipment, so we should be able to move about without drawing too much attention.�
�What�s the old guy�s story if someone comes nosing around?� asked Jackson.
�Squid,� replied Grace. �Night is the best time to fish for them around here.�
Mitchell looked over his shoulder at the black Zodiac secured to the back of the fishing boat. �I guess you�re telling us that it�s time to get into the water.�
�Correct. The three of us will take the Zodiac over to the rig while my partner, Midori, remains with the fishing boat. We�ll be able to talk with her using these,� said Grace as she held up a pair of military-grade Motorola radios.
�What�s her cover?� asked Jackson.
�Trust me, no one will ever find her if they board this old rustbucket,� replied Grace confidently.
�Enough chitchat,� said Mitchell. �What else do you have for us?�
Grace pulled back a canvas tarp on the Zodiac, revealing three assault rifles, pistols, a set of NVGs and several sets of coveralls with Bolivar V stenciled on the back.
�I see you come prepared,� said Mitchell to Grace as he picked up a set of coveralls and put them on over his clothes.
�No point going off half-cocked,� replied Grace.
A couple of minutes later, the captain slowed his boat and dimmed the lights in his cabin as the Zodiac was lowered into the water. Quickly jumping into the boat, Jackson sat down beside the electric outboard motor and turned it on while Mitchell and Grace picked up their weapons and made themselves comfortable near the front of the craft. Designed to be as quiet as possible, the Zodiac�s outboard motor barely made a sound at all as it propelled the boat towards the waiting platform.
Mitchell leaned over towards Grace. �I take it you chose to approach from the seaward side because the majority of the platform�s surveillance equipment is facing the shore.�
Grace nodded her head.
The Zodiac skimmed over the water at just under twenty knots. Jackson aimed for the nearest leg of the massive platform. A minute later, he brought their boat to a complete halt alongside the huge, square, metal support.
Grace raised her arm and triggered a small hand-held laser in her hand, immediately blinding a camera situated directly above them. �We�ve got to hurry. The camera will only be out of commission for about one minute, so let�s get moving. Jackson, once we�re gone, move the Zodiac directly under the platform. You won�t be spotted if you stay to the shadows.�
�Are you sure you don�t want me to go with you?� Jackson asked Mitchell.
�Trust me, I�d rather you came with us. But we need someone down here in case we run into trouble,� replied Mitchell as he jammed a Glock 9mm pistol into a pocket of his coveralls.
Mitchell looked at his watch, �Okay, Nate, it�s coming up on two in the morning; if we�re not back in one hour, we won�t be. If that happens, I want you to head back to the fishing boat, make for shore, and call for the marines.�
�One hour,� repeated Jackson.
Mitchell knew that his friend would drag it out until the very last possible second, as it was precisely what he would do for him.
�Okay, see you soon,� said Mitchell as he shook his friend�s hand.
He turned his head and saw a metal ladder running up the tall support. Mitchell prayed that Grace was right and that the bulk of the security cameras were on the other side of the rig or this was going to be a very short mission, indeed.
Mitchell, climbing hand over hand, followed Grace up the metal ladder until they came out on a slender metal deck that arched around the leg. He turned to ask Grace where they were going when she raised a finger, telling Mitchell to wait.
Grace dug out her cell phone and made a quick call. Mitchell was surprised to learn that Grace spoke fluent Spanish.
�My contact is on her way down to meet us,� said Grace. �Come on, let�s climb up to the next floor, and wait for her there.�
Less than a minute later, Grace�s agent climbed down a set of stairs and joined them in the shadows. She was a short, thin Hispanic woman dressed in sweatclothes. Mitchell guessed that she had been off-duty when Grace called her. She dug into a laundry bag that she brought with her and handed Mitchell and Grace each a plastic orange safety hat. �You have to wear one at all times when you are moving about the rig,� explained the woman in English.
�Is the probe still on board the rig?� asked Grace.
�Si, I think it is,� replied the woman. �I haven�t seen anything resembling it leave the platform since I arrived. There is a secure section on the other side of the platform that is strictly off-limits to the workers. I tried to take a look around yesterday, but was shown off by a couple of security guards. If it�s here, I�m certain that�s where you�ll find it.�
�What about McMasters?� asked Mitchell.
�He�s never far from the secure area. There is a small command post down there. Apart from the odd meal, he never leaves his post,� explained the woman.
�Okay, you�re done here,� said Grace to the woman. �Grab what you need and then wait for us here. We�ll be back as soon as we can.�
With a quick nod, the woman spun around on her heel and bounded back up the stairs.
Mitchell put his hat on his head and indicated to the stairs with his right hand.
�Gentlemen first,� replied Grace with a smile on her face.
Mitchell shrugged his shoulders, climbed the stairs, and saw that they had come out on the main platform deck. White, compartmental living quarters three-stories high filled this section of the platform. Above them was a large square helipad that jutted out over the side.
He pointed down the narrow pathway that led to the back of the rig. �According to your friend, we know that it�s not around here, so I suppose we should take a look back there.�
�Lead on,� said Grace. �I doubt there are too many women working the drill, so if we bump into anyone it should be you they meet first, not me.�
�Also, I can act as a human shield should they open fire,� remarked Mitchell dryly.
�Well, there�s that, too.�
Mitchell pulled his hard hat down to cover his face in case there were any security cameras covering the walkway. He strode down the metal path trying his best to look like he belonged there. A minute later, they arrived at a set of stairs that led up to the next level. He quickly climbed the stairs and then froze in his tracks when he saw McMasters standing there talking to two armed guards. With his heart racing, Mitchell ducked down and waited a few seconds before slowly raising his head. It was difficult to hear what was being said over the sound of all the machinery operating in the background. However, Mitchell could clearly see McMasters giving orders to two well-armed men outside of a closed door, who nodded their heads each time he spoke.
�What�s going on?� asked Grace from behind.
�I think we may have found what we�re looking for,� replied Mitchell, barely above a whisper. �McMasters is busy talking to a couple of goons guarding a door.�
�What do you think is going on?�
�I haven�t a clue. All I know is that unless we want to start a fight, we can�t go that way. Come on, let�s double back a bit. There was another set of stairs back about fifty meters behind us. Let�s take them and see if we can find another way around.�
Mitchell took one last look at McMasters. The image of Maria lying dead on the ice filled his mind. He gritted his teeth in anger. Mitchell had to fight the urge to draw his pistol and kill McMasters where he stood. Although it would have given him great satisfaction to see McMasters die, he knew that it would have to wait, for now.
Quickly making their way back to the other set of stairs, Mitchell ran up to the next level and looked around.
The hallway was empty.
Mitchell swore when he saw that the passageway stopped short of the guarded secure area on the floor below. �Up,� was all he said to Grace before climbing to the next floor. As before, the hallway stopped short.
�What is with this place?� Mitchell muttered to himself.
He led Grace up one more flight of stairs. They came out into the open. Directly in front of them Mitchell could see the helipad brightly lit up. Turning his head, he saw on the other side of the platform a wall of massive pipes that ran back and forth like the iron intestines of some insatiable beast. In the middle of the platform, men in oil-stained coveralls worked to keep the drill running at peak efficiency.
Mitchell was about to head off and try to find a way back down when he heard a sound. A couple of seconds later, running lights from a helicopter emerged from the dark as it sped towards the platform.
All around the helipad, more lights burst to life, bathing the pad in light. Mitchell placed a hand on Grace�s arm and pulled her back towards him. They took refuge in the shadows. From belowdecks, a couple of men in bright-orange suits ran up onto the helipad. One man with large orange paddles in his hands stood ready to guide the helicopter in to land. From out of the night sky, a large helicopter painted dark-gray descended towards the landing pad. Mitchell recognized it as a Russian-made MI-38 transport helicopter. Capable of carrying thirty passengers or up to five metric tons of cargo internally, the MI-38 was a popular helicopter with the Venezuelan military.
Landing smoothly, the helicopter�s pilot switched off the engine and powered down the helicopter. A squad of heavily armed soldiers jumped out of the back and took up position around the helicopter.
A feeling of foreboding fell over Mitchell when he saw that the soldiers were all dressed in chemical suits. �I don�t like the look of this.�
�Nor do I,� replied Grace.
�We�re wasting time, let�s get back to work.�
They hurriedly walked along a narrow path when unexpectedly a man turned a corner in front of them with a pissed-off look on his face.
�You two, what are you doing here?� called out the man.
Mitchell looked over at the man without making eye contact. �Sorry, sir, we must have taken a wrong turn,� Mitchell said in Spanish.
�Who are you?� asked the man �I don�t recognize you.�
�Sorry, sir, I�m new here.�
�Give me your name and yours too,� demanded the man, looking past Mitchell at Grace.
Before Mitchell could say a word, Grace stepped out from behind him and smashed her upturned palm into the man�s nose, shattering it. Blood poured like a river from the man�s broken nose.
The stunned man brought his hands up to his face, leaving his midsection wide-open to attack. In a flash, Grace shot out with her right leg and slammed her foot into the man�s stomach, painfully doubling him over. A second later, she reached over, grabbed hold of his coveralls, turned the stunned man about on his heels, and smashed his head straight into the wall, knocking him unconscious.
�Well, that was none too subtle,� said Mitchell.
�You said it, it was time for us to get to work,� replied Grace as she grabbed the sleeping man by his coveralls and dragged him out of sight.
Mitchell opened up a storage closet, grabbed some rags, and helped Grace bind and gag the man before jamming him inside the metal locker. Mitchell grinned when he saw stairs nearby, leading below.
�Follow me,� he said to Grace as he walked over and looked down below to make sure the coast was clear. A minute later, they were back on the same floor as the guarded secure area; only now, they were somewhere behind it.
�This place is worse than a maze,� whispered an exasperated Grace.
�Where�s a clever mouse when you need one?� replied Mitchell.

McMasters checked his watch; the helicopter was ten minutes early. He strode back along the walkway towards the oil rig�s command center, cursing the helicopter pilots under his breath. If there was something he couldn�t abide, it was people who couldn�t stick to a simple schedule. He brusquely motioned for a guard to step aside as he reached for the door to the control room. Inside, two men sat behind a console that looked like something out of a science-fiction film. The wall in front of them was covered with multiple screens, showing over a dozen camera feeds all at once.
�Is everything quiet?� asked McMasters.
�Aside from a flare up on camera nineteen a little while ago, there�s nothing to report,� responded one of the technicians.
�Where is camera nineteen located?�
�It covers support number four on the seaward side of the platform,� explained the technician.
�Bring it up.�
The technician brought up an image from camera nineteen on the main monitor. All it showed was the dark sea below the rig.
�What about radar? Anything unusual to report?� asked McMasters.
�Nothing to be concerned about,� replied the other technician, an older man with short, white hair. �There are a few fishing boats a few kilometers away and that�s it.�
�Good, keep me informed if anything changes,� said McMasters before leaving the room. As he headed back through the labyrinth of passageways, his mind was awhirl with questions. He hadn�t heard a word from the men he had hired to kill Mitchell and Jackson and in his line of business, it could only mean one thing. They had failed. With a pissed look on his face, he quickly made his way back to the secure area belowdecks.
Before they could say anything, McMasters walked past the two guards, stopped at the closed front door, and entered his passcode into a panel built on the wall next to the airtight entrance.
The door slid open, revealing a small sterile room.
McMasters walked in and waited while the door sealed behind him. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and held it. A second later, the fluorescent light in the room changed to ultraviolet to kill any microorganisms that he may have had on his skin and clothes. Next, a powerful blast of air shot at him from dozens of nozzles built into the walls. In seconds, it was done. Lastly, a vacuum in the floor kicked in and sucked away any impurities in the air. The lights in the room turned back to fluorescent and the door directly in front of him slid open.
McMasters let out his breath and walked over to the far wall. He stood there with his hands on his hips, watching through a large glass window as a couple of men dressed in chemical-protective suits placed several long, metal vials into a hardened carrying case the size of a military barrack box. Built to withstand a tremendous shock, the container could be dropped from the top of the tallest building in the world and wouldn�t shatter.
McMasters reached over and pressed a button on the wall. �How much more time do you need?�
�A couple of minutes at most,� replied one of the men with a strong Italian accent. �We only have four more vials to fill, and then we�re done.�
�Okay, but get a move on, the helicopter is here already.�
�Mister McMasters, we will be done when we are done,� replied the man. �I don�t think you want us to drop something and contaminate this room in our haste, do you?�
McMasters bit his lip. He knew the man was right. He was growing impatient. He couldn�t wait to move onto the next phase of the operation. It felt as if he had been cooped up on the oil rig for months. He told the man to do his best, stepped back, and watched. On a table behind the two technicians sat the Luna 15 probe. It had been cut open with a laser and the precious sample held inside taken. McMasters glanced down at his watch. It was almost time for him to call Houston and provide him with an update. Starting to feel the pressure of meeting Houston�s tightly laid-out timetable, McMasters began to nervously tap his right foot on the white ceramic floor.

Mitchell knew that time was slipping away. He was debating the best route to take when a man in a white lab coat, carrying a clipboard, turned a corner and walked past Grace and him as if they weren�t even there.
�Excuse me, sir, but my friend and I are new here. We seem to be lost,� said Mitchell in Spanish, playing a hunch. �Would you be heading back towards the crew quarters?�
The man smiled. �Sorry, but I�m heading to the lab. You must have been told during orientation that the laboratory is out of bounds.�
�We were. Sorry for wasting your time,� replied Mitchell.
�It�s all right. If you turn around, head back down the corridor and take the first left, you�ll be heading in the right direction.�
�Sorry, but we don�t have time for that right now,� said Mitchell, pulling his pistol from his coveralls. �Be a good man and lead us to the lab. My friend and I are dying to see what you�ve been up to.�
Dumbfounded, the man stood there staring down the barrel of a gun aimed at his head.
Mitchell didn�t have time to waste. He grabbed the man by his collar and spun him around until he was facing down the corridor. With his pistol jammed hard into the man�s back, Mitchell said, �Walk, or so help me I�ll shoot you in the back.�
The man reluctantly began to walk.
�Pick up the pace,� snarled Mitchell.
The terrified lab technician shook his head and began to walk faster.
Just before they turned a sharp corner, Mitchell heaved on the technician�s collar, pulling him back. �When we arrive at the lab, I don�t care what you tell the guards, but my friend and I are coming inside with you.�
�That�s impossible,� stammered the man. �No one but authorized personnel can enter the lab.�
�I don�t care,� replied Mitchell bluntly. �Get us in there or my partner will gut you like a fish.�
The technician almost jumped out of his skin when Grace smiled demonically back at him and pulled out a knife from her pocket. The man crossed himself. The instant he walked around the corner, he stopped dead in his tracks. Two stone-faced guards with their weapons hung over their shoulders turned to look at him.
�Can I help you?� asked the closest guard.
�I have been asked to escort these two workers inside the lab to fix a broken fan,� replied the technician.
The guard looked over Mitchell and Grace and said, �Where are their passes?�
�They are new here and haven�t had the chance to get them yet.�
�Sir, you know the protocols; no one can enter the lab without proper identification.�
Mitchell�s pistol dug into his back
Instantly, the technician changed his tone. �Look here, I don�t have time for this. If they don�t fix the fan, it could endanger the air quality inside the laboratory. I�m sure you don�t want to be known as the man who lost his job because he failed to listen to reason. Now, my good man, we can stand here all morning debating this, or you can let us inside.�
The guard wasn�t sure what to do. He looked over at his partner, who disinterestedly shrugged his shoulders. The guard let out a deep sigh and stepped aside.
�Thank you,� said the technician, still playing the part. He entered his passcode. With a whoosh, the door slid open. With Mitchell and Grace trailing close behind, the man led them into the sterilization chamber.
�Take a deep breath and close your eyes,� said the technician a split second before the fluorescent lights switched off.
A few seconds passed. Mitchell heard another door slide open. He opened his eyes and saw an empty room. He let out his breath and pushed the scared technician inside. Mitchell brought his pistol up expecting trouble; instead, the room was quiet and deserted.
�Where�s the probe?� Grace asked the technician.
�In there,� replied the man, pointing at the glass window.
Grace walked over, looked inside, and saw the Luna 15 probe sitting on a table. The surgical-like cuts from a laser on the metal coating of the probe told Grace that she was too late. Whatever her employer was after was gone.
�What were they doing in here?� asked Mitchell.
Fear filled the technician�s eyes.
Mitchell brought up his pistol up to the man�s head and repeated his question.
�Please, if I say anything, they�ll kill me,� pleaded the man.
�So will I, if you don�t answer my question.�
The hard look in Mitchell�s eyes told the technician that he wasn�t bluffing. �We were hired to remove the sample from the probe and to synthesize what we found in there.�
�What have you done with the samples?� demanded Grace.
Like a light being thrown on in a darkened room, the helicopter sitting on the landing pad suddenly flashed into Mitchell�s mind.
�Damn it, I�m losing it. They�re going to fly the sample out on that military chopper,� said Mitchell to Grace.
Grace dragged the technician back towards the sterilization chamber. �Press whatever buttons you have to, but get us the hell out here.�
Outside of the lab, the two guards heard the sealed door behind them slide open. Before either of them could turn their heads to see who was coming out, both were knocked to the ground, unconscious.
Mitchell and Grace took off running through the metal passageways in a race to get to the helicopter before it took off.

�Jesus, did you see that?� said one of the control room operators, pointing up at the screen.
�I sure did,� replied his partner, looking at the bodies of the two guards lying unconscious on the floor outside of the lab. He reached over and slammed his hand onto a large red button on his console. Instantly, a klaxon alarm sounded throughout the oil rig.
The other operator picked up a phone. His voice boomed over dozens of loudspeakers spread all over the platform. �Attention, we have intruders on the platform. I say again, we have intruders on the platform. All security personnel are to report to their duty stations immediately.�
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�This is why you don�t let officers go off by themselves,� said Jackson to himself as the ear-piercing alarms sprang to life above him. He switched on the outboard motor and brought the Zodiac out from under the cover of darkness. He positioned it directly below the ladder that Mitchell and Grace had used to climb up onto the platform.
Mumbling to himself that there was no point in hiding anymore, Jackson picked up a silenced MP-5 submachine gun from the bottom of the boat and began to shoot out every camera and light he could see.
Jackson looked up at the platform. �Come on Ryan, pick up the pace. I don�t want to end up in some squalid South American prison for the rest of my life.�

McMasters slid to a halt and looked back over his shoulder. With the shrieking alarms echoing throughout the rig, he half-expected to see a horde of commandos rappelling down from helicopters. Instead, all he saw were confused oil workers scurrying for cover. A second later, he saw a handful of security personnel, still pulling on their clothes, run towards him.
�Sir, what are your orders?� asked one of the security personnel as he struggled to catch his breath.
�Take two men and escort the package to the helicopter,� replied McMasters, pointing over at the sealed box carried by two scientists in protective clothing. �I�ll take the rest back with me and see what the hell is going on.�
�Si, se�or,� replied the guard, who quickly barked out the orders to his men.
McMasters pulled his pistol from his shoulder holster and pulled back on the slide, loading a round into the chamber. �Okay, follow me,� he said to the four men still with him.
The alarm system turned off, plunging the platform back into silence.
�What?� snarled McMasters into his Motorola.
�Sir, someone attacked the guards at the lab,� replied one of the control operators.
�Did you see who it was?�
�No, sir; if the intruders are still on the platform, they are undoubtedly dressed as workers,� said the operator as he frantically switched between dozens of cameras located all over the platform, trying to spot the trespassers. �Sir, you should also know that all of the cameras above leg number four have ceased to work.�
�Send some men to check it out,� ordered McMasters, knowing that it couldn�t be a coincidence.
As he walked off the helipad, McMasters heard the loud whine of the Venezuelan military helicopter as its engine warmed up. He was almost at the stairs when he heard the sound of people running up. He stepped back slightly to let them pass and then swore loudly when he recognized Mitchell barreling up the stairs towards him. He swiftly brought his pistol up to take a shot.

�Look out!� yelled Grace, as she pulled Mitchell back by the collar of his coveralls.
A split-second later a shot rang out, striking the metal right beside Mitchell�s head.
With his heart in his throat, Mitchell almost fell straight back into Grace�s arms.
Grace aimed her pistol up the stairs and fired off two quick shots, trying to throw off their attacker�s aim.
�Thanks, I could have been killed.�
Before Grace could reply, a flurry of shots flew down from above, hitting the stairs where Mitchell had been seconds before.
�The way up is blocked. We�re too late to stop the helicopter,� said Grace bitterly.
�Looks that way,� replied Mitchell as he looked back over his shoulder to see if the path behind was clear. �Come on, we�ve overstayed our welcome. It�s time for us to go.�
They ran as fast as they could for the lower levels and their only way out. From above they could hear the sound of people coming after them. As they turned a sharp corner, Mitchell almost ran into a surprised security guard. Both men went to raise their weapons. Unlike the poorly trained guard, Mitchell was an expert. He quickly fired off a shot into the man�s right shoulder, making him drop his weapon. In a flash, Mitchell ran forward and hit the man square in his chest, bowling him over. He kicked the guard�s pistol over the side of the platform and then turned to look at Grace, who had an incredulous look on her face. �He didn�t deserve to die,� was all Mitchell said before taking off again.
Grace swore, turned around, and fired off a couple of shots up the stairs so slow their pursuers before sprinting after Mitchell.

McMasters heard the shots. On the level below him, a man cried out in pain. McMasters� blood was up. With the sample safely away, all he could think of was killing Mitchell. The man had become a major pain in the ass.
McMasters brought his Motorola to his lips. �Control room, this is McMasters, the intruders are armed and highly dangerous. Send everyone you have to support number four immediately.�
Angrily, he pushed past a guard who had stopped to help his injured friend. He called on the two remaining men with him to keep up as he sprinted down the metal stairs. When they arrived on the lowest level, McMasters, expecting an ambush, warily stepped out with his pistol held out in front of him. When he saw the guard Mitchell had shot rolling around on the floor, moaning in pain, McMasters screamed Mitchell�s name at the top of his lungs. If was the last thing he ever did; McMasters swore that he was going to kill Mitchell.
The two guards with him stopped in their tracks, looked down at their wounded comrade and over at McMasters.
He could see the fear in their eyes. They were finished.
McMasters had not time to waste on them. He tossed his Motorola to the closest guard and told him to call for more backup. McMasters took up the pursuit by himself.

Mitchell came to a sliding halt. He was relieved to see that they were on the narrow walkway that arched around the support leg. They had to go down one more level before they could begin to climb down the support.
�Hurry up,� said Grace as she pushed Mitchell towards the nearby flight of stairs.
His instincts told him to be careful.
Suddenly, a shot rang out from below, barely missing Grace as she pushed her way past Mitchell in her hurry to escape.
With skills honed in combat, Mitchell fired off a shot. From below, he heard the sound of a man yelp in pain. Mitchell dashed down the stairs with his weapon held out in front of him, ready to engage in a moment�s notice. He swore when he saw Grace�s contact lying facedown on the metal floor with a pool of blood underneath her. In the corner, a wounded guard sat there with both hands on his stomach, trying to stop the bleeding.
A loud shot cut through the air.
Mitchell looked over at Grace as she fired once more, killing the guard. He wanted to say something, but knew that now wasn�t the time. He grabbed Grace by the arm, pointed at the ladder leading below and said, �You first.�
Grace hesitated, her eyes still fixed on the man who had killed her contact.
�Now!� hollered Mitchell, loudly.
Grace nodded her head and began to climb down the exposed outside of the platform support.
With his pistol aimed back up to the next floor, Mitchell waited until Grace had vanished from sight before deciding that it was time for him to go. He was about to head for the ladder when he heard the sound of feet running on the metal floor above him. Mitchell edged back towards the ladder and fired off a couple of shots to keep whoever was there away from the stairs.
McMasters called out, �Give it up Mitchell, I know it�s you down there. You can�t get away.�
�Well, well, if it isn�t the man I�d love to feed to the sharks,� replied Mitchell.
�I take it Jackson is somewhere below waiting for you.�
�How astute of you,� said Mitchell as he looked around for something to help him get away. He knew the instant he began to climb down the ladder that McMasters would jump down and pick him off long before he reached the waiting Zodiac.
�Mitchell, I�ll give you to the count of ten to give yourself up,� yelled McMasters. �After that, I�m going to come down there and put a bullet between your eyes.�
Mitchell moved over to a closed metal locker and opened it up. He smiled when he saw fuel tanks for an acetylene torch stored inside. He quickly opened the valves on the tanks, stepped back, pulled off his coveralls, and bunched them up.
He could hear McMasters cheerfully counting down as if were all some big game.
Mitchell moved back towards the opening leading down to the ladder. He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a cheap disposable lighter. He flicked the lighter with his thumb and swore when it didn�t light. Desperately flicking the lighter several more times, Mitchell almost jumped for joy when a flame shot out. Right away, he brought his coveralls over the flame. With his burning coveralls in his right hand, he climbed out onto the ladder and looked over at the fuel tanks spewing their explosive gasses.
�One!� yelled out McMasters. �You�re out of time Mitchell.�
�Come and get me you bastard!� retorted Mitchell as he threw his coveralls at the fuel tanks. Letting go of the ladder, Mitchell plummeted down feetfirst towards the dark waters below the platform.

Jackson had just helped Grace into the Zodiac when he looked up and saw Mitchell fall. His heart began to race. The drop was more than twenty meters. If Mitchell didn�t land right, he would seriously injure himself.
A bright fireball exploded on the platform, sending flames high up into the night sky.
Below, Jackson could feel the searing heat on his skin.
Less than a second later, Mitchell hit the water right beside the Zodiac.
Jackson turned, dropped to his knees, and looked into the black water. He was desperate to see his friend.

The pain was unbelievable. McMasters rolled on the hard metal floor as he tried to extinguish his burning clothing. Caught unaware when the gas exploded, McMasters was thrown back by the force of the blast and had cracked a couple of ribs. He was lucky to be alive.
A sudden burst of chemicals from a fire extinguisher instantly doused the flames. A pair of hands grabbed him by the collar and dragged him away from the fire still raging up through the deck.
�Are you all right?� asked a disembodied voice.
McMasters blinked his eyes a couple of times. The face of a man came into focus.
�Yes, I�m all right,� replied McMasters. �Thanks for saving me.�
The man, an off-duty cook, helped McMasters to his feet. �What happened?�
�I don�t know,� lied McMasters. �Hurry and tell the control room to send the firefighting team here before this fire gets out of hand.�
The man nodded his head and ran for the nearest telephone.
Although in agony, McMasters moved to the edge of the narrow walkway and looked over the side. Lit up on the black water below the platform was Jackson�s Zodiac.
There was still time to stop them.

Cool darkness embraced Mitchell�s body. The impact had been harder on him than he had anticipated. An accomplished parachutist, he had practiced water landings numerous times when he was still in the army. He knew to detach himself from his harness at the last second; however, it had never been from such a height. His lungs ached for oxygen. He turned his head and looked up. Silhouetted by the burning oil rig, he could see a dark shape floating directly above him. He kicked the shoes from his feet, reached up with his hands and began to claw his way back towards the surface. A couple of moments later, Mitchell breached the surface. He instantly took in a deep breath of fresh air.
A pair of powerful hands reached out and took hold of Mitchell hauling him inside the Zodiac.
Mitchell grinned when he saw a less-than-impressed look on Jackson�s face.
�Permission to come aboard, sir,� was all he could think to say.
�I should toss you back in the water for that one,� said Jackson.
Mitchell got up on his knees and looked up at the burning platform. The fire had spread from the area near the support leg and was edging its way towards the crew quarters. He knew that every ship for kilometers would be speeding towards the oil rig to help put out the flames and to help with the evacuation of any casualties. They had to leave now.
�Here, take this,� said Grace, handing Mitchell an assault rifle.
�Nate, time to go,� said Mitchell to his friend.
�Happy to oblige,� replied Jackson as he turned the Zodiac away from the platform and headed as fast as he could back out into the open sea.
Mitchell sat back and looked one last time at the platform. The fire, like a living beast, was consuming everything in its path. He thought about McMasters for a moment and wondered if he had been killed in the fiery blast. His gut told him otherwise. He knew their paths would cross again.
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McMasters left the fire-control team to fight the growing fire. He staggered back to the control room and pulled the door open. Stepping inside, he grabbed the first phone he could see and placed a call. A second later, a man answered the call.
�Listen up,� said McMasters, �I need a helicopter, and I need it right away.�
�I have one getting ready to fly emergency personnel to your location,� replied the man.
�Screw that!� snapped McMasters. �Fill it with soldiers and fly it out here immediately. The people who sabotaged this rig are trying to escape out to sea.�
�Si, se�or,� replied the man. �It will be on its way in five minutes.�
�Make it two,� said McMasters, ending the call.

In the dark, bouncing across the top of the waves, Jackson gunned the Zodiac�s engine for all it was worth. Unlike the military versions of the Zodiac, this boat didn�t have a V-shaped hull that would have allowed it to cut through the waves; instead, it bounced over the top of them like a bucking bronco. He looked through his NVGs and tried to spot their fishing boat. It was going to be tough as their ship had taken refuge among a dozen or so other vessels a couple of kilometers away.
Mitchell bent forward, looked over the bow of the boat, and saw a tall, dark wave coming towards them. He barely had time to hold on before the Zodiac hit it head-on. Like a shark leaping out of the water, the Zodiac rose up nosefirst, almost flipping over. Mitchell and Grace had to hang onto the ropes running along the side of the Zodiac to avoid being sent flying into the Caribbean. Water splashed over the sides of the Zodiac, soaking everyone.
Mitchell hollered at Jackson to slow down.
Jackson slowed the engine.
It was Mitchell who saw it first, a flashing light racing across the darkened horizon. He watched as the light raced over the top of the fishing fleet and turned towards the burning oil rig. A second later, a powerful searchlight mounted under the nose of a Venezuelan military helicopter switched on. A bright-white circle of light sped across the surface of the water.
It was looking for them.
Mitchell turned around and looked for the spare rifles Grace had put inside the Zodiac. He swore when he saw that weapons were all gone, thrown over the side when they�d hit the last wave head on.
�Hang on,� called out Nate as he turned the boat away from the bright spotlight surging across the water towards them.
Mitchell grabbed hold of a rope just as Jackson swerved hard to the right. A couple of seconds later, the light raced over the spot where they had just been. He was about to say something when he spotted Jackson�s silenced assault rifle lying on the waterlogged floor of the Zodiac by his feet. Crawling over, he scooped it up, quickly removed the suppressor, and ejected the magazine. Mitchell shook his head when he saw that there were perhaps no more than ten rounds remaining.
Mitchell leaned close to Jackson. �Try and keep us in the dark as long as you can. I�ll try to take out the searchlight.�
�Ten to one, the pilot and some of the crew have NVGs on,� replied Jackson. �We won�t remain hidden for long.�
�I know,� answered Mitchell solemnly. �Just do your best.�
Mitchell looked up into the night sky and watched as the helicopter banked over, quickly lining itself up for another run. Within seconds, the bright searchlight found the Zodiac.
It had them.
No matter how many turns Jackson did, he couldn�t shake the light.

Above, the helicopter slowed down and hovered in the air. A young door-gunner took aim and pulled back the trigger on his GPMG. Tracer rounds shot through the air, striking the water less than ten meters away from the Zodiac.
�Aim for the engine,� ordered the pilot.
The gunner acknowledged the order and adjusted his aim. His finger edged back over onto the trigger.

Mitchell flipped his weapon�s selector switch to semi-automatic to conserve his precious ammunition and took aim at the bright light hanging underneath the front of the helicopter. His first shot missed; however, his second round shattered the light, plunging the world around them back into darkness.
�Good shooting, Ryan,� yelled Jackson as he gunned the Zodiac�s engine, trying to put some distance between them and their pursuer.
�They�ll be back,� replied Mitchell. As if to emphasize his statement, another long burst of automatic gunfire shot down from the sky, hitting the water right behind Jackson, showering him.
Mitchell dropped down on his back and took aim at the large dark shape as it moved around to allow the door-gunner a better shot at the fleeing Zodiac. Mitchell took a deep breath and held it. Just before the gunner opened fire, Mitchell fired off two shots into the open door on the side of the helicopter, hoping to kill or scare off the gunner. Mitchell never saw his rounds strike home in the dark.

Blood poured from the door-gunner�s shoulder. In pain, he called out for help. The crew chief reached over and pulled the injured man back inside the crew compartment. He hurried to stem the bleeding.
�Bring us around,� said the pilot to his co-pilot. He could hear the cries of his injured man in his headset. Cursing whoever was down there, the pilot wanted revenge.
The helicopter banked over.
The pilot looked out his side of the glass canopy and tried to spot the Zodiac through his NVGs. �Felipe, when we come about I want you to kill those bastards,� said the pilot to the door-gunner on the other side of the helicopter.
�Si, se�or,� replied the gunner, as he pulled back on the charging lever of his GPMG.

On the water�s surface, Mitchell watched as the helicopter gained some height and lined itself up for another run at them.
�The Motorola, pass me the damn Motorola,� called out Grace.
Jackson pulled it from his belt and handed it to Mitchell, who quickly moved forward to give it to Grace.
Grace snatched the radio and passed an order to her partner on the fishing boat. Mitchell hadn�t expected to hear her speaking Japanese. She clearly was multilingual. He knew it would have to wait, but he wondered what other skills Grace possessed.
�What are you planning to do?� Mitchell asked Grace.
�You�ll see,� replied Grace. �Tell Jackson to head as fast as he can for the fishing boats.�
�If we do that, I�ll never be able to get off an aimed shot.�
�Give it up, Ryan, you�ll never bring down that helicopter with your rifle,� said Grace. �Tell Jackson to give it.�
Mitchell wasn�t sure what Grace was up to; however, as he saw it, their options were limited either way. He told Jackson to gun the outboard motor. Like a prized racehorse hearing the starter�s bell, the Zodiac leapt forward and surged over the top of the water, heading straight towards the middle of the fishing fleet.
Mitchell looked behind them and saw the helicopter dive out of the sky like some kind of prehistoric animal. He prayed that Grace had an ace up her sleeve, or they were going to be shot to ribbons in the next few seconds.

On the deck of the fishing boat, Midori listened for the tone emitted by the weapon in her hands to reach a high pitch. Gently switching from safe to armed, she held her breath and pulled back on the trigger. A brilliant, blinding light flashed in front of her eyes as a missile shot out of a long tube and raced straight for the unsuspecting Venezuelan helicopter. Seconds later, the missile�s one-kilogram warhead struck the engine compartment, instantly blasting it into thousands of pieces.

Mitchell�s mind barely had time to register what was happening. He saw a streak of light from the missile�s tail as it flew straight at the doomed helicopter. A second later, there was an explosion as the missile hit its target, followed almost immediately by a bright, orange-and-red fireball as the helicopter�s fuel tanks exploded. For a moment, the helicopter hung in the night sky, burning bright like a star. With another thunderous explosion, it began to tumble from the sky towards the dark waters of the Caribbean. Mitchell knew that everyone on board the helicopter was dead. No one could have survived the blast.
�Do you have any more surprises you wish to share with Nate and me?� Mitchell asked Grace.
Grace looked over, grinned at Mitchell, and shook her head.
A minute later, Jackson pulled up beside their fishing boat. Midori was waiting for them with a Russian SA-18 anti-aircraft weapon in her hands. Mitchell was first out of the boat. He turned around and helped Grace and Jackson on board the fishing vessel. Mitchell let go of the rope and watched as their Zodiac faded into the dark, carried away by the current.
�That�ll give them something else to look for,� said Mitchell.
�Folks, I don�t want to be the negative one here, but by shooting down that helicopter we just declared war on Venezuela,� asserted Jackson.
�Well, it was a clear case of them or us,� observed Mitchell.
�I�m not saying that it wasn�t,� replied Jackson. �It�s just that this place is soon going to be crawling with Venezuelan ships and helicopters looking for their downed chopper, and I for one don�t want to be put up against the wall and shot as an imperialist Yankee saboteur.�
Mitchell looked over at Grace. �Please tell me you have a contingency plan?�
�I do,� replied Grace confidently. Walking to the wheelhouse, Grace told the old man what she wanted him to do. Within seconds, the boat was sailing away from the other boats and picking up speed as it made straight for the lights of a fishing village on the shoreline.
�Don�t you think the authorities are going to think it�s a little strange that we�re heading for port?� Jackson asked Grace.
�If we stay out at sea, we�ll be found for sure,� replied Grace. �This way we have a chance to swim to shore before anyone arrives to board this ship.�
�Swim?� said Jackson as if the word was poison.
�Yeah. When we�re about a kilometer from the shore, we�re all going over the side.�
�Jesus, I haven�t had to swim that far since Ranger school, and that was a million years ago.�
�Me neither,� added Mitchell. �But look, you�re already soaked to the bone; consider this your workout for the day.�
When Jackson spotted Midori laying several spear guns on the deck, his dismay grew. �What are those for?�
�Sharks,� explained Grace. �There aren�t many reported around here, but better safe than sorry.�
�Wonderful,� muttered Jackson.
�You worry too much,� said Mitchell as he began to strip down for the swim. �Besides, look at things this way: once we get ashore, I have no doubt that the entire Venezuelan police force as well as their armed forces will be looking for us. The swim ashore is going to be a picnic compared to getting out of Venezuela before being arrested for sabotaging a multi-billion-dollar oil rig and shooting down a helicopter.�
�When you say it like that, I can�t wait to get in the water,� replied Jackson sarcastically.
Mitchell said to Grace, �I take it you have someone waiting to pick you up?�
�I do, but I had only planned for Midori and me,� replied Grace. �Our arrangement as I see it is now over. We�ve both failed. Whatever was in the probe that my employers wanted is now gone, and I somehow doubt that McMasters is dead. I�ve learned the hard way that cockroaches don�t die that easy.�
Mitchell didn�t know what to say. Grace was right. They had failed.
�Look, I�ll get you two into Caracas, but after that, you�re on your own,� said Grace.
�Fair enough,� replied Mitchell. He turned his head and looked up into the night sky. He spotted the North Star and silently prayed that General O�Reilly had contacts in this part of the world that could help them. If not, their future was bleak indeed.
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Saint Petersburg State University
Saint Petersburg, Russia
More than nine thousand kilometers away, Jen fidgeted nervously on her seat while the old fluorescent bulb above her head buzzed loudly as it flickered on and off. She was tired and wished nothing more than to get back to their hotel, so she could take a long hot shower before crawling into bed.
Their trip from the rickety old barn where they had taken refuge to Saint Petersburg had thankfully been uneventful. The moment the snowstorm died down, Yuri went in search of help. He returned less than an hour later with a mustard-yellow Lada station wagon that looked like it was being held together by pieces of fraying duct tape. After dropping Pasha with an army buddy of his from the war, Yuri drove them to the Saint Petersburg State University. Professor Sergei Zharov, an old and trusted colleague of Tokarev�s, was waiting for them.
�Who wants some breakfast?� announced Yuri loudly, as he walked into the room with his hands full of food and coffee from a nearby McDonalds.
Cardinal jumped out of his seat to help Yuri hand out the food.
Sam dug through the bags and gave Yuri a disgusted look. �Yuri, I asked for some yogurt, where is it?�
�Sorry, little lady, this is Russia, not Los Angeles,� replied Yuri. �Here, have an egg sandwich.�
Sam grimaced, took the food, and then rummaged through the bags in search of some ketchup to make it more appetizing.
After taking a couple of coffees over to Tokarev and Zharov, Jen pulled up her stool and sat down. �Have you been able to learn anything new?� she asked Tokarev.
�Yes, plenty,� replied Tokarev. �Sergei agrees with my initial observation that the sample dug out the rock on the Moon contained genetic material and not platinum as you were told. He also concurs that what they found is a pathogen of some kind.�
�Has he been able to identify what type of pathogen it may be?�
�Not yet, he�s a very cautious man. He will examine every clue several times before he gives us an answer,� explained Tokarev.
His friend slowly got up from the table, stretched out his aching back and slowly shuffled over to a shelf piled high with old textbooks.
�I don�t understand,� said Jen. �How could something survive the deadly levels of radiation in outer space, not to mention the airless vacuum? Wouldn�t it need oxygen to live?�
�There are plenty of microbes that live deep within rocks or in environments lacking air. If we find life on another planet, chances are it will be microbial.�
�This is all heady stuff.� Jen took a sip of her coffee.
Tokarev looked over at Jen�s his face grave. �Jen, have you ever heard of a theory called panspermia?�
�No,� she replied, shaking her head.
�Some people believe that life exists in abundance throughout the universe and that it is moved about by comets, asteroids, or comets. Some even go so far as to say that life here in Earth came from the stars.�
�Do you honestly believe that?�
�I�m not sure,� replied Tokarev with a shrug. �There have been attempts in the past to prove this hypothesis; however, to the best of my knowledge all have failed under intense scientific scrutiny. That�s not to say it�s not true, it just means no one has proven it yet.�
Professor Zharov sat back down at the table and opened a book. He licked his thumb and flipped through the pages. He stopped when he found the article he was looking for. Zharov quietly read the article and with a troubled look on his face, he struck up a lively discussion with his old friend.
Jen looked from man to man as they debated something in Russian. Finally, unable to take it anymore, she cut in. �Gentlemen, what is it? Has Professor Zharov discovered something?�
Tokarev said, �Sergei believes that the probe found an anthrax-like pathogen on the Moon.�
�Anthrax!� blurted out Sam from across the floor. Instantly, she was up on her feet. She walked straight over to the table and said, �Did he say that they found anthrax on the Moon?�
�Sergei said anthrax-like,� replied Tokarev. �Please don�t forget the instrumentation on board the Luna 15 probe was extremely rudimentary compared to the probes sent to Mars these days.�
�No wonder your people tried to destroy it back in 1969,� said Jen. �Who knows what would have happened if it had crash-landed near a city.�
�At the time I was bitter and angry at my government for covering up the truth,� said Tokarev. �Now I can see why they did it.�
�Can you scan for me all of your notes and the information from the probe?� asked Jen.
�Of course,� replied Tokarev.
�What are you thinking?� Sam asked Jen.
�We need a second opinion. Mike Donaldson is bound to have connections at the CDC who will be able to better interpret this data.�
�Yeah, smart idea,� replied Sam. �What do you want to do next?�
�I don�t know about you, but I could use a hot shower and a change of clothes. I can forward the information to Mike via the laptop in my room at the hotel.�
�A shower sounds good right now. I�ll tell Yuri and Gordon what�s going on.�
Jen turned Zharov�s book towards her and looked down at the pictures of Russian soldiers in chemical suits examining the effects of weaponized anthrax on a flock of dead sheep. Right away, a cold shiver ran down her spine. There was no doubt in her mind that the people who had stolen the probe and murdered Maria were after the pathogen. The question she had was� why.
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Camp David
Maryland
President Donald Kempt sat back in his favorite chair near a roaring fireplace, picked up a hardcover book on the U.S. Civil War and settled in for a few minutes� peace and quiet. In his early fifties, Kempt had a head of gray hair that he liked to keep short. He was dressed in khaki slacks, with a white shirt underneath a dark-blue, hand-knitted sweater. Away from the capital for a few days, Kempt was enjoying the silence when there was a knock at the door. He placed his book down and said, �Come in.�
A moment later, a tall, African-American man in a dark suit entered the room.
�What�s up, Bill?� Kempt asked Bill Porter, the head of his security detail.
�Sir, Mister Leonard is inbound. ETA seven minutes,� replied Porter, as calm and cool as the ice covering the lake outside of the small cottage.
�That�s odd,� replied the President, wondering why Dan Leonard, his National Security Advisor, would fly up to Camp David instead of talking to him from the Pentagon on a secure line. �Did he say why he was coming?�
�No, sir.�
�Very well; when he arrives, please escort him to the Laurel Lodge.�
�Very good, sir,� replied Porter.
The Laurel Lodge conference room, like the Situation Room at the White House, was built to allow a president the opportunity to hold meetings with his top advisors while at Camp David.
Precisely seven minutes later, a military Blackhawk helicopter came in to land.
President Kempt met his National Security Advisor at the entrance to the lodge with a smile and a fresh cup of coffee in his hand. After exchanging pleasantries, both men took a seat at a long wooden table, which nearly filled the room.
�Dan, it�s a week before Christmas, why aren�t you back home in California with your grandkids?� asked Kempt.
�I�ll get there soon enough,� replied Leonard. A white-haired, former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Leonard was known as a loyal and honest man who despised partisan politics and had had to be personally convinced by President Kempt to come out of retirement and serve in his administration.
�I�m going to hold you to that,� said President Kempt. Dan Leonard was always the first man in and the last to leave his office at night. Kempt figured that it would take a squad of marines to force his friend onto a plane heading for California, especially if something was troubling him.
�My wife already has our suitcases packed, sir. I may have once commanded the most lethal fighting force in the world, but I know better than to run afoul of Dianne.�
Kempt chuckled. �Okay then, Dan, what you brought you up here?�
�I wanted to speak to you face-to-face, Mister President.�
�You do realize that this conversation could have been conducted via teleconference,� said Kempt, motioning over to the far wall covered with screens. �The taxpayers spent millions of dollars to ensure that their president was kept fully informed, no matter where he was or what he was doing.�
�Sir, I learned long ago when I was just a lowly ensign in the navy that some news needs to be passed on in person,� replied Leonard.
Kempt didn�t like the sound of that. Looking into his advisor�s pale-blue eyes, Kempt said, �Okay, Dan, what�s going on?�
�Sir, a few hours ago the NSA intercepted two messages coming into the United States from abroad. One was an email and the other a cellphone call. Both were to General Jack O�Reilly�s private security organization based up in Albany, New York.�
Kempt sat up. Although he didn�t like it, he knew why the NSA collected data on messages coming in and out of the United States. However, the mention of General O�Reilly instantly made him uncomfortable. Having recently stopped a North Korean plot to cripple the country�s strategic petroleum reserves, Kempt held O�Reilly and his people in high regard.
�Sir, before you say anything, I do not for one moment believe that Jack O�Reilly or his people are up to no good. In fact, I think they may have stumbled into something that they do not fully understand.�
�Go on.�
�Sir, the intercepted email contains information regarding a potentially unknown pathogen which was inadvertently brought back to Earth by the Soviets on board their Luna 15 space probe back in 1969.�
�I�m sorry, Dan, I�ve never been much of a space buff. What was the Luna 15?�
Setting his reading glasses on his nose, Leonard opened up his file folder and began. For the next five minutes, Leonard briefed President Kempt on the official history of the probe and what had been just been discovered by Jen in Russia.
Kempt said, �And the cellphone call?�
�Sir, that came from Venezuela. It was from a former Army Ranger captain, Ryan Mitchell, to General O�Reilly.�
�That man gets around,� observed the president.
�Yes, sir, that he does. It would appear that Mitchell was the man who responsible for the fire on the Bolivar V oil rig.�
�I guess the Venezuelan government�s press release about a faulty pipe isn�t quite accurate.�
�Sir, there�s more. During Mitchell�s escape, a Venezuelan military helicopter was shot down.�
�My God, is he trying to drag us into a war? What on earth was Mitchell doing?�
Leonard looked the president straight in the eyes. �Sir, I know you�re not going to like this, so I�ll get straight to the point. According to the transcripts of the conversation between Mitchell and O�Reilly, they believe that David Houston continued to run the oil rig through a shadow corporation after it was nationalized by the Venezuelans and that he has the Luna 15 probe in his possession.�
�I take it that when you say David Houston, you�re talking about the vice-president�s largest campaign contributor?�
�That is correct, sir.�
�You do realize that later today, David Houston will be hosting the vice-president along with several hundred wealthy and very influential leaders of the business community at his ranch in Texas?�
�Sir, I am fully aware of what Vice President Grant is doing.�
Kempt was becoming quite concerned. Masking his emotions, he asked Leonard to go on.
Reading from his notes, Leonard explained how O�Reilly and his people had been hired by Houston to find the probe on Bouvet Island and everything that had happened since.
�I take it that you transcripts of both messages with you?� said the president.
�Naturally,� replied Leonard as he handed over copies of the notes.
Flipping through the pages, Kempt�s mood soured. It was obvious that something involving Houston was going on. What it was wasn�t clear, but Kempt was a politician, and he knew to trust his gut and right now, it was telling him to tread lightly.
�Jesus, Dan, this could all be some big misunderstanding,� said Kempt. �Without hard evidence, of which there is none right now, I�m not ready to send the FBI to arrest David Houston.�
�I agree, sir. However, this information could be correct, and if so we are facing a potential threat to the national security of the United States,� replied Leonard bluntly.
�What are you recommending?�
�Sir, I suggest that we immediately have the Russian authorities detain O�Reilly�s people in Saint Petersburg. We cannot risk the information they have leaking to the press. It would cause worldwide panic.�
�I agree,� replied Kempt. �Send a plane to bring them home to U.S. soil where they can be debriefed and held until we get to the bottom of this thing.�
�As for Ryan Mitchell, I say we leave him alone, sir.�
�Why?�
�Sir, if, as you say, this is all a big misunderstanding, it will be Mitchell and O�Reilly who will have egg on their faces when all is said and done for interfering with one of this nation�s most trusted businessmen. However, if they are on to something, why not let them lead us to it?�
�Okay, after the police in Russia have picked up his people call General O�Reilly on my behalf and let him know that you are interceding on behalf of the U.S. government. Tell him that you intend to send a plane to Russia to bring his folks home. That should allay any fears he has for his people�s welfare. I also want you to continue to monitor all messages between him and his people. Keep a close eye on Mitchell. I want to know wherever he goes to next. And make sure we have a Special Forces team on standby to move at a moment�s notice, in case they�re needed.�
�Yes, sir,� replied Leonard as he jotted down some notes.
Kempt stood. �Dan, what if this turns out to be true and Houston has an unknown pathogen in his possession?�
�Then we initiate the Hellfire protocol and hope to God that we get our hands on it before anyone else does.�
�And if we can�t?�
�Then, Mister President, you may be forced to think the unthinkable and authorize the use of a thermonuclear device to eradicate the pathogen before it can escape out into the world.�
�Good Lord,� muttered Kempt, suddenly feeling sick in the pit of his stomach.

Ten minutes later, Leonard climbed back into the waiting Blackhawk helicopter, buckled himself in, and slipped a headset over his ears.
Outside, the helicopter�s powerful engines came to life. Snow whipped up by the rotors created a white wall all around the front of the craft.
Leonard looked over at the man sitting across from him dressed in U.S. Air Force fatigues and said, �Colonel Harriman, I need to speak with the Secretary of Defense. Have Washington patch him thorough on a secure frequency the instant they have him on the line.�
�Very good, sir,� replied Harriman.
A minute later, the Blackhawk was airborne and speeding back towards the capital.
After the call with the Secretary of Defense ended, Leonard sat back in his seat and watched the snow-covered countryside as it flew underneath the helicopter. He had never regretted coming to work for President; however, he was feeling the stress of knowing that something was going to happen, yet for now, he was unable to do anything about it.
�Sir, is there anyone else you wish to speak to?� asked Harriman.
Leonard shook his head.
Harriman glanced down at his watch and saw that they would be landing in about forty minutes. Anticipation began to build up inside him. He had never once contemplated doing anything that would harm his country; however, he had information vital to his fellow conspirators that he had to pass on the instant they landed. With luck, they could put an end to the meddling from O�Reilly�s people before it compromised their cause. Harriman knew the next forty minutes were going to be the longest in his life.
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Pulkovo International Airport
Saint Petersburg, Russia
Yuri pulled up in front of the busy main international terminal. He got out of the car he had borrowed from a friend and went in search of a couple of luggage carts while Jen, Sam, and Cardinal retrieved their luggage from the back of the car.
A couple of minutes later, Yuri returned pushing two trolleys that looked like their wheels were about to fall off. With a wink at Jen, he picked up her suitcase.
She smiled back.
He was about to wish them all a safe journey home when from out of nowhere at least a dozen heavily armed policemen ran towards them, screaming at them to place their hands in the air.
�Yuri, what�s going on?� said Jen, looking at the cordon of police surrounding them. It was like a scene out of a movie, only now she was in it.
�I do not know pretty lady, but I suggest that we all raise our hands, nice and slowly,� replied Yuri as he raised his hands.
�Goddamn it Yuri, did you forget to pay a parking ticket last time we were here?� asked Cardinal.
�I�ve heard of being fleeced at the airport when you travel, but this is a little much if you ask me,� added Sam. She turned her head and smiled at a nervous-looking policeman who had his weapon trained on her.
A moment later, a police cruiser pulled up. Two men wearing dark-blue overcoats got out. One wore a fur cap on his head while the other did not. Digging out their identification, the two men flashed them in front of Yuri�s eyes.
�FSB, you�re all to come with me,� announced the policeman with the fur cap.
�What did he say?� Jen asked Yuri.
�Men are from the Federal Security Service,� replied Yuri.
�Think of the FBI, just less sophisticated,� explained Sam.
�What are we going to do?� asked Jen.
�You�re all coming with us,� replied the other policeman in fluent English. �That is, unless you are thinking of shooting your way out of here.�
�No, I think we�ll do as you say,� said Cardinal.
Ten minutes later, the small convoy of police cars came to halt outside of a dark-green military hangar. They followed their escorts inside the empty building and walked in silence to a room in the back of the building. After handing over all of their cellphones, wallets, and passports, the room door closed, trapping them in the room.
Jen shook her head and took a seat at the small table in the middle of the room. She looked over at Yuri and said, �Yuri, do you think that we�re in trouble for that incident with those people who tried to kill us?�
�No, pretty lady, this has nothing to do with that,� responded Yuri. �The authorities here don�t care if criminals kill one another. It�s less work for them to do. This� this is something else.�
�Like what?� asked Sam.
�I do not know. The FSB know who I am and what I do. Until today, they have left me alone,� said Yuri as he ran his hand over the dark stubble on his face.
The door to the room opened, and a man in a dark-gray suit walked in. �Good afternoon everyone, my name is Roger Michaels. I�m with the U.S. Consulate in Saint Petersburg.� Michaels showed everyone his consular ID.
�Mister Michaels, what�s going on?� asked Jen.
�Charges have been brought against the four of you by the Russian government,� explained Michaels.
�What kind of charges?� asked Cardinal.
�Espionage.�
�That�s crazy,� said Jen. �We haven�t spied on anyone.�
�Be that as it may, these charges are very serious. If convicted, you could all spend the rest of your lives in prison.�
�They took our phones and all of our ID,� said Cardinal. �I�d like mine back so I can call the Canadian Consulate. No offense, sir, but I�d feel a lot better if my government was also made aware of what was going on.�
Michaels smiled. �No offense taken. Just to put your mind at ease, I�m also here on behalf of your consulate. As for your possessions, I�ll see what I can do.�
Yuri, like a kid at school on his first day trying to get his teacher�s attention, slowly raised his hand. �Mister, I am not American or Canadian. It is nice that you are helping your people� what about me?�
Michaels shrugged his shoulders. �I�ll speak to the man in charge of this case and see if he can get you a court-appointed lawyer."
�Da, thank you,� replied Yuri.
�Okay, folks, I have to get back to the consulate and brief my boss,� said Michaels. �I�ll hopefully be back in a couple of hours. Until then, I suggest you all get as comfortable as you can.�
�Thanks,� replied Jen with a warm smile.
After the door closed behind Michaels, Sam stood up, quietly made her way to the door, and placed her ear against the door. Silently cursing to herself, Sam turned around, walked back to the table, and took a seat with a heavy sigh.
�How many?� Cardinal asked Sam.
�There are at least four different voices out there. Could be more.�
�You can�t be thinking of trying to escape,� said Jen. �You heard Michaels; it�s all just some big misunderstanding. I bet when he returns we�ll all be free to go on our way.�
�I don�t know,� said Sam. �I don�t trust the man.�
�Neither do I,� added Cardinal.
Jen shook her head. �My God, you two are paranoid.�
�Jen, a little paranoia is good for you in this business,� replied Sam.
�Whatever,� muttered Jen. �Yuri, what do you think?�
�I think we will know what is going on when man from the consulate returns. Until then, I�m going to make some coffee,� said Yuri as he got up and walked over to an empty coffee pot.
Jen couldn�t believe how her friends were taking the news. She was ready to jump for joy, and they were pessimistically settling for a long stay. She sat back in her chair and for the first time in a few days, she began to wonder how Mitchell was doing. She was sure that he wasn�t sitting in some dingy room in an old military hangar. In fact, she was certain that he and Jackson were probably sitting at a bar somewhere in the sun having a good laugh.
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Jungle road
Venezuelan � Colombian border
�I can�t see a thing,� grumbled Jackson as he looked out the cracked window of the ancient truck he was driving. It was as black as pitch outside.
Rain had been coming down for hours, turning the narrow trail into a soupy morass. A jagged flash of lightning lit up the path.
�According to the GPS, we�re less than a klick from the border,� said Mitchell as he studied the map in his lap.
After swimming ashore, Grace, true to her word, gave Mitchell and Jackson a lift to Caracas and then dropped them off near a convenience store where Mitchell was able to buy a cheap disposable cellphone. After filling in General O�Reilly with everything that had happened, they rented a room in a roach-infested hotel and waited for O�Reilly to get back to them. A couple of hours later, an old friend of O�Reilly�s knocked on their door. He introduced himself as a former Venezuelan special forces officer who was loyal to his country but had no love for the current regime. Smuggled out of the city in the back of a truck filled with produce, Mitchell and Jackson were handed the keys to a vehicle that had been built in the early fifties. A tattered map that was at least that old sat on the dash along with a GPS stolen from the Venezuelan army.
Jackson stopped at a fork in the trail and looked over at Mitchell. �Which way, Captain, left or right?�
Mitchell turned the map around in his hands. �Left, I think.�
�Are you sure?� asked Jackson. �There�s nothing as dangerous in the army as an officer with a map.�
�Not that old line again,� said Mitchell, pointing down the trail. �Don�t forget, map and compass training is taught by non-coms, so if you have an issue with my map reading, remember, one of your friends taught me how to read a map.�
�Touch�,� responded Jackson, turning the wheel hard over to the left.
Less than a minute later, they came out into clearing. Suddenly, a blinding light lit up their truck.
Jackson jammed his foot on the brakes. The truck came to a sliding halt.
Instinctively, Mitchell reached for a weapon; however, neither he nor Jackson was armed.
A man called out in English, �Get out of the truck nice and slow with your hands held up in the air.�
�What are we gonna do?� Jackson asked Mitchell.
�We don�t have much choice,� replied Mitchell. �I guess we�re going to do as the nice man suggested and step outside nice and slow with our hands up.�
Mitchell and Jackson stepped out into the rain with their hands up in the air. The bright light prevented them from seeing what was going on in front of them. A second later, a couple of men emerged out of the dark. Mitchell could see that they were dressed in a mix of military and civilian clothes. Both men were in their early twenties and carried rusty-looking AK-47s. While one man covered Mitchell and Jackson, the other quickly searched them and their truck.
�Jesus, I hope we didn�t stumble across a bunch of guerillas,� whispered Jackson to Mitchell.
�No, you did not, Mister Jackson,� said a voice in the dark.
The bright light turned off, plunging the jungle back into darkness.
A couple of flashlights were switched on.
Mitchell watched as a slender man in a rain-soaked flight suit walked towards the truck. He had short, white hair and a weathered face.
�You heard me?� said Jackson to the man.
�Yes, I have incredibly good hearing,� replied the man. �You have nothing to fear. Please lower your hands.�
Mitchell dropped his hands by his sides. �I take it you�re our contact?�
�Correct. Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Fred Jones, and I used to work for the company down here,� said the man, offering his hand in greeting.
Mitchell kept his hand by his side. �Mister Jones, if you are who you claim to be, what color am I thinking of?�
Jones chuckled. �O�Reilly and his games. Mister Mitchell, you�re thinking of the color red.�
�Pleased to meet you,� said Mitchell, shaking Jones� hand. He was certain that Jones wasn�t the man�s real name; it was probably one of dozens the man had used when he worked for the CIA.
�I take it that we are in Colombia?� said Jackson to Jones.
�Yes, but this is a hotly contested area. Both countries and the narco-traffickers around here claim this as their turf. We had best get moving before we run into a patrol.�
�What�s your plan?� asked Mitchell.
�Leave your truck where it is. My men will take it with them when they leave. As for you two, I have another truck waiting for us. It�s only short drive from here to Cucuta. I have clothes, passports and plane tickets waiting for you at one of my safe houses. You�re scheduled to fly out first thing in the morning to Bogota. From there, you�ll catch a flight back to the States.�
�Sounds like you have it all in hand,� remarked Mitchell.
�I aim to please,� replied Jones with a smile on his narrow face. �Besides, your boss is paying me a fortune to get you both back home safe and sound.�
�God bless General O�Reilly,� said Jackson.
�Yes, indeed. Now, if you will both follow me, we�ve got to get going.�
They fell into line behind Jones and a couple of well-armed men who had been waiting in the dark. Mitchell and Jackson were thankful for the deep pockets and almost inexhaustible supply of people O�Reilly seemed to know all around the globe.
�Man, I can�t wait to have a shower and a decent meal,� said Jackson.
�Yeah, sounds good,� replied Mitchell. �I hope wherever we�re going has a phone. The battery on my cheap cellphone died hours ago. After we check in with the boss, I�m going to give Jen a call and see how things are going with her and the rest of the gang in Russia.�
�I bet they�re all at the bar in some swanky hotel in Saint Petersburg drinking beer and telling stories about us and having a good laugh about it, too.�
�Yeah, no doubt,� replied Mitchell, chuckling to himself.

29

Military Hangar � Pulkovo International Airport
Saint Petersburg, Russia
Jen bit her thumbnail and glanced down at her watch for the hundredth time in the past hour. She was growing antsy. She pursed her lips and stood up. It had been nearly four hours since Michaels had departed for the consulate. Ready to explode, she began to pace the room.
�Pretty lady, please sit down,� said Yuri. �They�ll come for us when they are good and ready and not one minute before.�
�I can�t sit anymore,� replied Jen. �All this waiting is driving me out my mind.�
�You learn to get used to it,� said Sam.
�Hurry up and wait was how the army did business most days,� added Cardinal.
Jen kept pacing. �I don�t know how you can all take things so calmly. What I wouldn�t give for an hour at the gym to burn off all this nervous energy.�
�You�re welcome to do some calisthenics in the corner if you think it will help,� said Sam.
�Ha, ha,� replied Jen just as the door opened and Michaels walked in.
Before he could open his mouth, Jen said, �So, Mister Michaels, what�s the word?�
Michaels smiled. �The word is you�re all going home. The State Department has arranged for a military Learjet to pick you up here at the airport and then fly you on to Germany where another plane will be waiting for you.�
�Thank God,� said Jen, visibly relieved that the wait was over.
Sam asked, �When will the plane be arriving?�
Michaels glanced down at his watch. �In less than an hour.�
�That�s fast,� said Cardinal.
�The Learjet was already in Russia moving several government VIPs around,� explained Michaels. �It didn�t take much effort to have it re-tasked.�
Yuri looked over at Michaels. �Any word on a lawyer for poor old Yuri?�
�Mister Uvarov, I�ve been asked by the FSB to offer you a seat on the jet. It would appear that they�d like it if you disappeared for a few weeks.�
�Sounds good to me,� said Yuri smiling. �I think I�ll fly down to Florida for Christmas and visit Disneyland.�
�Disneyworld,� corrected Sam. �Disneyland is in California.�
�I don�t care what it is called as long as I get to see Goofy. He�s my favorite.�
�Somehow I knew you�d say that.�
Jen said, �Sir, what about our passports, wallets and cellphones, do you have them with you? I�d really like to make a call home.�
�Sorry,� replied Michaels. �I was only able to get your wallets and your passports. Don�t be surprised if they are a little bit light. It�s normal for a �departure fee� to be taken from time to time. Unfortunately, the police, for some reason, are reluctant to return your cellphones. Not to worry, you can call home from the plane.�
�What�s another hour?� Sam said to Jen, trying to cheer her up. �You can talk for hours if you want once we�re on the plane.�
�I suppose another hour won�t kill me,� replied Jen.
�Okay then, sit tight,� said Michaels. �I�ll have some food and bottled water brought in right away.�
�Can we leave the building to stretch our legs?� asked Cardinal.
Michaels shook his head. �Sorry, but the FSB asked me to tell you to remain inside the hangar until the plane arrives.�
�A small price to pay,� replied Cardinal cheerfully.
�I�m going to step out for a minute and tell them to hurry up with your food,� said Michaels as he left the room.
Jen walked over beside Sam and Cardinal. �Do you two still not trust him?�
�I don�t know,� answered Sam. �Something doesn�t feel right about this whole thing.�
�I�ll feel better once we�re out of Russian airspace,� added Cardinal.

Ninety minutes later, with Saint Petersburg behind them, everyone but Jen began to relax. The phones on the plane were all down for maintenance. She would have to wait until they landed in Germany to call home. The three-hour flight would carry them across Poland before stopping in Frankfurt, Germany.
�I could get used to flying in one of these,� said Cardinal as he stretched out his long legs.
�Dream on,� said Sam. �Unless you win the lottery or have a few million dollars stashed away that I don�t know anything about, this is as good as it will ever get for you.�
�A man can dream.�
Jen smiled at her friends� banter, unbuckled her seatbelt, and stood up. She walked to the front of the cabin and saw the plane�s steward, a petite U.S. Air Force Staff Sergeant, sitting down in her foldout chair reading a book.
�Excuse me,� said Jen to the steward, �I was wondering if I could have a drink.�
�Sure, what would you like, ma�am?�
�A Diet Coke would be great if you have it,� replied Jen. She was about to tell the woman � who was about her age � not to call her ma�am, but knew it would be useless. If a person in uniform didn�t know the person they were talking to, they always defaulted to sir or ma�am.
With a smile, the steward opened a tiny fridge and handed Jen a cold can of Diet Coke, and then asked if there was anything else she needed.
Jen shook her head, thanked the staff sergeant and walked back to sit down in her very comfortable leather chair.

In the cockpit, the pilot, a major with dark-brown hair and chestnut-colored eyes turned his head and looked over at his co-pilot, a young captain on his first VIP mission outside of the United States.
�Gary, please take over. I�m going to head back and check on our passengers,� said the pilot.
�Very good, sir, I have the stick,� replied the co-pilot, placing his hands on the plane�s controls.
The pilot unbuckled himself, stood up and reached down behind his seat where his flight bag was stored. He reached inside. His fingers wrapped around the pistol grip of the silenced Sig Sauer 9mm pistol he had smuggled on board. He could feel his heart racing wildly in his chest. His palms became sweaty. He had never done anything like this in his life. Taking a deep breath to calm his nerves, the pilot looked over at the young captain.
�Gary, could you place the plane on autopilot for a moment? There�s something I need you to see,� said the pilot.
�Sure, one second, sir,� replied the young captain as he reached over and placed the plane on autopilot.
Before the co-pilot knew what was going on, the pilot pulled out his concealed pistol and fired a shot at point-blank range into the co-pilot�s head, killing him. Blood splattered all over the plane�s controls. The bullet, specially designed, shattered on impact, lessening the possibility of it traveling through a body and damaging the skin of the plane. A sudden decompression at ten thousand meters would have been catastrophic.
�I�m sorry,� whispered the major. �Where I am about to go, you cannot follow.�
After checking for a pulse, the pilot turned on his heel, grabbed his flight bag, opened the secure door to the cockpit, and tossed his bag at the steward.
With a stunned look on her face, the steward caught the bag out of the air just as the pilot stepped out of the cabin with his pistol aimed straight at the staff sergeant�s heart.
�What the hell?� said Cardinal, seeing the gun in the pilot�s hand.
�Stay where you are or I will kill Staff Sergeant Kim!� warned the pilot, his tone menacing and deadly.
The pilot grabbed Kim by the arm, hauled her out of her seat, and pushed her into the main cabin.
�I told you we couldn�t trust these people,� said Sam.
�Shut up!� snapped the pilot, turning his gun on Sam.
�Maybe I should have stayed in Russia,� moaned Yuri.
�I told you all to shut up!� hollered the pilot, turning his gun towards Yuri.
�It�s all right, stay calm, everyone,� said Cardinal, trying to defuse the razor-sharp tension in the cabin.
�Reach inside my flight bag,� the pilot said to Kim. �In there you�ll find four sets of handcuffs. Place them on our guests. Try anything foolish and I will blow your brains out.�
Kim reached inside the bag and pulled out the handcuffs. Her hands were shaking like a leaf in the wind. She moved from person to person, clicking the cuffs on everyone�s wrists. When she was done, she turned and looked at the pilot, tears filling her eyes.
Without taking his eyes off Kim, the major reached into a pocket on the outside of his bag and pulled out a small plastic box. Inside were four syringes filled with a sedative that would knock a person out within seconds. He handed her the needles.
�One syringe per person,� said the pilot to Kim.
�What the hell is going on here?� asked Jen. Confusion and anger filled her mind.
�You�ll find out soon enough,� replied the pilot.
�Sir, I don�t want to do this,� protested Kim, looking down at the needles.
�Don�t worry, it�s only a sedative,� said the major. �Now, do as you�re told.�
�It�s not your fault,� said Sam, seeing the fear in Kim�s eyes. Holding out her right arm for Kim, Sam glared at the pilot.
Walking from person to person, Kim injected the sedative.
It took less than five seconds for each person to fall asleep.
�Well done,� said the pilot to Kim as he quickly checked that the passengers were all asleep.
�Sir, I don�t understand. Why did you do that?� asked Kim, feeling as if she was going to be sick at any second.
�You wouldn�t understand,� replied the major, coldly, as he fired off one round into the staff sergeant�s heart.
With a look of sadness and disbelief on her face, Kim dropped to her knees. Less than a second later, she fell facefirst onto the carpeted floor of the plane. Blood began to trickle out from under her dead body.
The pilot tossed his pistol into his bag and glanced down at his hand. It was trembling. He had never killed another person before in his life. It had been harder than he�d expected. Taking a couple of deep breaths to calm his nerves, the pilot opened the door to the cockpit, stepped inside and sat down in his seat. He buckled himself in, reached down to a box on the floor, and switched off the plane�s transponder. Before taking the plane off autopilot, he inputted a new flight plan into the jet�s GPS and banked the plane hard over. As soon as he was on his new course heading, the pilot brought the nose of the aircraft down, forcing it to descend rapidly from the sky until he was barely one hundred meters from the ground. On radar screens across Russia and Poland tracking the jet, VIP Flight 743 suddenly and mysteriously vanished from their screens.
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Camp David
Maryland
�Sir, I have a call for you from Mister Leonard,� said an immaculately dressed army colonel to President Kempt.
With a nod, the president took the secure phone from the colonel and answered the call.
The colonel came to attention, turned around, and left the room.
Leonard got straight to the point. �Sir, the flight carrying O�Reilly�s people has vanished.�
The news didn�t come as a complete surprise to the president. He was sure that it was all part of a bigger game being played out, one that he, unfortunately, knew precious little about. The one thing Kempt hated more than anything else was not knowing what was going on. He had the most powerful and sophisticated intelligence-gathering agencies in the world, yet more often than not, they failed to see things coming until it was too late to do anything about it.
�How large is the search radius?� Kempt asked Leonard.
�Just over three thousand kilometers, sir,� replied Leonard.
�That�s a hell of a lot of territory to cover.�
�Yes, sir. The Russians are cooperating fully. We do, however, have one clue: there was a course deviation before the plane disappeared,� explained Leonard.
�How much of a deviation?�
�The plane appeared to turn due south. That�s where the Russians are focusing their search and rescue efforts.�
�Dan, what do you think happened?�
�Sir, it�s far too early to draw any conclusions; however, I don�t like it. The very people we wish to debrief about the Luna 15 probe suddenly vanish. If I were to place a wager on this, I�d say Houston�s involved somehow.�
Kempt felt his jaw tighten in anger. �Speaking of Mister Houston, where is he right now?�
�Sir, he�s on his way to Rome,� replied Leonard. �He left several hours ago on board one of his private jets.�
�Has there been any email or telephone traffic from Houston or his people tying him to the Russian space probe or our missing plane?� asked the president. He knew
that Leonard would have told the NSA the instant he left Camp David to monitor anything coming to and from David Houston and his people.
�Not a peep, sir.�
�We�re going to have to tell O�Reilly that his people have gone missing on board one of our planes,� said the president, wearily.
�We served together, sir. I�ll call him and tell him what has happened.�
Kempt looked down at his watch; it was getting late. �Where is the vice president right now?�
�He�s at home on his ranch in Texas, sir,�
�Do you have any news about Mitchell?�
�Yes, sir, we intercepted a telephone call between him and O�Reilly in the afternoon. He�s on his way to Bogota. He should be on a flight for New York in the morning.�
�Very good, please continue to track Mitchell�s movements and monitor the search and rescue mission for me. Don�t hesitate to call me in the middle of the night if anything develops.�
�Yes, sir,� replied Leonard.
Kempt ended the call and looked over at the picture on the wall of his inauguration. Standing just off to one side was David Grant, his handpicked vice president. Taking a deep breath, Kempt called in his military aide and asked him to get Grant on the line.
�Jesus, Dave, you don�t want to be messed up in this or there�ll be hell to pay,� remarked Kempt to himself.
A couple of seconds later, the colonel walked back into the room and handed Kempt a phone. �Sorry for calling so late. I hope I didn�t get you out of bed,� said Kempt to Grant.
�Nah, I was just watching a Disney movie I�ve seen a dozen times before with the grandkids,� replied Grant. �What�s up, sir?�
�I�d like you come to Camp David.�
�With the family?�
�No, just you.�
The line went silent for a moment. �Sir, is there something going on that I should be aware of?�
�I�ll explain when you get here.�
�Okay, sir, I can be there for breakfast,� replied Grant, trying to sound chipper.
�I look forward to seeing you in the morning.� With that, Kempt hung up. A whole generation of Americans had grown up cynical about politics. It didn�t seem that a single administration in the past forty years had gone without some kind of crisis. The last thing he needed was to give his opponents a scandal they could use against him. Kempt sat down and for the thousandth time in the past couple of years began to wonder why he got into politics in the first place.
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Private Airstrip
Dinaric Alps, Albania
David Houston stood in the cool shade of the tall, snow-capped mountain behind him. He watched as the four sleeping bodies of Jen, Sam, Yuri, and Cardinal were brought out of the Learjet and transferred onto waiting stretchers. A moment later, an electric cart pulling a trailer arrived to move the people inside the open hangar doors.
A broad-chested man with a baldhead dressed in combat fatigues walked over to Houston. �What about the plane? What would you like us to do with it?� The man had a strong Slavic accent.
�Have it moved inside and parked in one of the side tunnels before someone sees it,� replied Houston.
�Yes, sir,� replied the man. He turned around and barked out orders to some men, who quickly ran off to ensure that the plane was moved right away.
�What�s the pilot�s name?� asked Houston.
�Thurman, sir, Major Thurman,�
�I hear he was on fumes when he landed.�
�That�s correct, sir.�
�He�s to be commended for his skill and his loyalty. Was he caught on radar coming into Albania?�
�Sir, as far as I can tell, he was not.�
�Please escort him inside and have him placed in one of the spare rooms for now,� ordered Houston. �I�ll decide later how to reward him for his devotion to our cause.�
The baldheaded man nodded his head and called the pilot over to him.
Dug into the side of a mountain, the Hoxa Airfield was named for the Cold War dictator who had ruled Albania with an iron fist for forty years. Capable of holding over one hundred combat-ready aircraft inside the cavernous hangar, the airfield was a state secret until the fall of the communist regime in 1992. Unable to support the aged fighters held inside the mountain base, the planes rusted away until one of Houston�s many shadow corporations bought the base and land around it. Named after the Greek God of healing, the base was now home to Asclepius Pharmaceuticals, a major European company that took its privacy seriously. By special arrangement with the Albanian government, the land was declared out-of-bounds and was guarded on the outside by a detachment of Albanian soldiers and on the inside by a small army of private security guards.
Houston glanced down at his watch; his fellow conspirators were due to arrive in the next couple of hours. He smiled to himself, thinking about the fortune he was going to make when they all signed over half of their respective companies to him. He had no doubt that after the shock of over two billion dead worldwide, his colleagues� companies would be devastated and vulnerable to hostile takeovers. He intended to swoop down like a vulture on the remains of those corporations making them entirely his. Within months, he would be the richest man on the planet.
The mountain installation, once crumbling and filled with decrepit fighter aircraft, had been completely refurbished with state-of-the-art laboratories, workshops and living quarters. A German company that had once built bombproof shelters for many middle-eastern despots had secretly rebuilt the structure to be resistant to attack by conventional weapons. To ensure security was maintained, no one from the local area was allowed to work at the base. All of the workers, security personnel, and scientists flew in and out on a monthly basis. They were all committed to the cause of restoring balance to the world. The men and women who worked there knew only a small portion of what was going on around them. Most thought their work was to enhance genetically modified crops to help feed the people of the third world. Only Houston and a handful of highly dedicated people knew the truth.
A young woman with short blonde hair and dressed in a blue jumpsuit walked over to Houston. In her hand was a cellphone. �It�s McMasters for you, sir,� said the woman with a slight French accent.
Houston thanked her and took the phone. Without saying hello, he said, �Is the fire out on the oil rig?�
�Yes, sir,� replied McMasters wearily. �Five men died fighting the blaze, and another fourteen had to be evacuated to a hospital on the mainland.�
�Are you sure that it was Mitchell who caused all this damage?�
�Positive; he nearly killed me.�
Houston shook his head. Mitchell may have been a major pain in the ass, but he had to admit that he admired his tenacity. �All right, you�ve done all you can for me out there. Make your way here. There�s plenty of work that still needs to be tidied up in the next thirty-six hours.�
�What about Mitchell? He got away.�
�Don�t you worry about him, I have something he wants. He�ll willingly come to me,� explained Houston. With that, he ended the call.
Thirty-six hours. Houston couldn�t believe that a dream over forty years in the making was going to come to fruition in only a day and a half. Although tired from jetting back and forth across the Atlantic, Houston knew that sleep was out of the question. Accompanied by his blonde assistant, he walked over to an elevator guarded by two men holding small, but futuristic-looking, FN F2000 assault rifles.
Even though the guards knew Houston, they both waited while he, followed by his assistant, swiped their cards to open the elevator doors before stepping aside.
Houston pressed the button for the bottom floor. There were five floors built beneath the main hangar floor. Most were for workshops, labs, dining facilities, a recreation room and living quarters. The fifth floor, however, was restricted.
A couple of moments later, the elevator stopped and the doors slid open. Houston and his assistant walked into a room identical to the one on the oil rig and waited to be decontaminated by ultraviolet light before the doors on the other side of the small room slid open.
They walked down a long, brightly lit corridor until they came to another closed door. As before, they swiped their cards. The airtight door slid open. They stepped inside the sterile room. Houston strode over to a large glass window and looked inside. On one side of the room, inside a chamber, was the baby mammoth taken from the dig site in Russia. Its chest was open and several of its organs were being studied by a couple of scientists in hazmat suits. On the other side of the room were four more men in suits, working to improve upon the lethality of the pathogen found in the rock sample brought back to Earth by Luna 15.
Houston pressed a button on the wall. �Doctor Longford, how long until we have enough anthrax to commence with phase one of the operation?�
Hearing Houston�s voice, one of the scientists turned around, walked over to the glass, and pressed a button to speak. �We�re almost there,� replied the man with a strong English accent. �However, I need just a little more time to ensure that everything is ready to go.�
�How much more time?�
�Eight more hours. If you give me that, you have my word that you will have more than enough aerosolized agent to start on schedule.�
�After that?�
�We�ll be able to produce it in any quantity you want now that we have been able to successfully synthesize and augment the agent,� answered the man confidently.
�That�s great news,� replied Houston, smiling from ear to ear. �What�s another eight hours? The world will thank you. I know that you�ve got a lot of work to do, so I won�t bother you again.�
Houston looked over at his assistant. �Sophie, send word back home. I�d like my ladies to meet me in Rome the day after tomorrow.�
�All of them?� asked Sophie.
Houston nodded his head. �Yes, all of them. Put them up at the Grand H�tel de la Minerve. I want you to rent a whole floor. I don�t want anyone to disturb them before they head home for the holidays.�
�Yes, sir,� replied Sophie.
Houston smiled. There was no stopping him, now. Within days, people all across the globe would begin to fall sick. The purging of the planet would commence. Still, he knew that there was only one last loose end to tie up.
�Come, Sophie,� said Houston, �we�ve got some calls to make.�
Houston couldn�t remember a time in his life when he felt more alive. He had never dirtied his hands removing people whom he perceived to be a threat to him or his company; however, with Mitchell, he saw a man that would stop at nothing. McMasters� inability to kill Mitchell and all of his people on Bouvet Island had set off a chain of events that Houston had not anticipated. Still, like a chess master, Houston was already thinking several moves ahead. If Mitchell couldn�t be convinced of the genius in Houston�s plan, then he would be dealt with and removed forever.
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Safe House
Bogota, Colombia
The image of the briefing room back at Polaris headquarters filled the small laptop screen. General O�Reilly, Mike Donaldson, and Fahimah Nazaria all sat there with incredulous looks on their faces.
�Ryan, I can�t believe you�re taking this so well,� said O�Reilly.
Mitchell shook his head. �If they were on a commercial flight that disappeared, trust me, I�d be devastated. But the instant you told me that they were on an Air Force jet, I knew that it hadn�t crashed.�
�How can you be sure?� asked Donaldson.
�If Houston could infiltrate our organization, then it stands to reason that he has already infiltrated the U.S. military and who knows what else,� explained Mitchell.
�So you think they were kidnapped?� said Fahimah.
�Perhaps,� replied Mitchell. �Did Jen find out anything interesting about the probe in Russia?�
�She sure did,� said Donaldson, who quickly told Mitchell about the discovery of a pathogen inside the probe�s soil sample.
Mitchell ran his hand over his stubble-covered chin. �What about the tracking devices in their clothes? Are you getting a signal?� Each field operative had chips placed in their clothing, allowing them to be tracked anywhere in the world. Mitchell�s and Jackson�s had been lost during their swim ashore in Venezuela.
�Sorry, we lost them about the time they boarded the plane,� said O�Reilly.
�The plane must have had some kind of dampening device that blocked the signal,� explained Fahimah.
�I doubt that it�s standard Air Force practice to have a jammer on a Learjet,� said Mitchell. �There can only be one answer. Houston must have them.�
�Yeah, that, unfortunately, makes sense,� added Donaldson.
�General, do you buy the government�s story about why they sent a jet to pick up our people?� asked Mitchell.
�I don�t see why they would lie,� answered O�Reilly. �Oh, by the way, before I forget, please pass on to Nate that his wife called and said that his daughter made the high school basketball team.�
Mitchell chuckled. �He�s snoozing. When he wakes up, I�ll let him know.�
�Okay then, I think that nearly wraps things up from this end,� said O�Reilly. �We�ll talk more when you get back here later today.�
�Sounds good; our flight leaves in a few hours,� replied Mitchell.
�One last thing before you go. Ryan, please tell your family to quit using me as their personal assistant. Your Scottish cousin from Las Vegas called a few hours ago, and she wants you to call her right away.�
�Will do,� responded Mitchell. With that, he closed the screen on the laptop.
Sitting up, Jackson said, �Well, that was one hell of a lot of gobbledygook. He knows I don�t have a daughter.�
�That was to throw off anyone listening and to let us know that he doesn�t believe their story,� replied Mitchell.
�You mean the government?�
�Who else?�
�Why would they be spying on us?�
�The probe, I guess.�
�Why doesn�t the general just play ball with the feds?�
�They�re the ones who are doing things in the shadows, not us. Besides, look what happened when they decided to help. Jen, Sam, Gordon, and Yuri are now missing.�
�What was that bit about a cousin?�
�I guess that either Grace reached out to them or vice versa, but either way I need to call her right away,� said Mitchell.
Jackson stood up. �Well, I feel like stretching my legs so why don�t I nip across the street to the nearest convenience store, pick you up a disposable phone, and get us some snacks?�
�Ah, the truth comes out. You�re hungry!�
�I cannot lie, I am famished.� Jackson gave a slight bow. �By the way, you do realize that if Houston managed to get his hands on Jen and the rest of our folks, he can do the same with us?�
�I know. In fact, I�m counting on it. Only this time it�ll only be me,� said Mitchell with a slight grin on his face.
�Why only you?�
�Because I have to go, I need to know that they are all right. Besides, I have this feeling that you and Grace are going to have to bust me out of wherever I end up next.�

Far to the north, General O�Reilly looked over at Donaldson and Fahimah. �Do you think he got the messages?�
�He may be ex-army,� said Donaldson, �but he�s not dumb. He knows precisely what you were getting at.�
Letting out a weary sigh, O�Reilly brought up a hand and rubbed his bloodshot eyes.
�When was the last time you got some sleep, sir?� asked Fahimah.
�A day or two ago,� replied O�Reilly. �As long as I keep my coffee cup full, I�ll be good to go.�
Donaldson said, �Sir, my contact in the NSA will be sending me an update on what he knows in about five minutes. If you don�t need me, I�m going to head downstairs and wait for his call on my neighbor�s borrowed laptop.�
�If he hadn�t reached out to you, you know we�d still be in the dark,� observed O�Reilly. �It�s amazing, we have probably a couple of million dollars in computers and phones in this building, and we can�t use a single one without being monitored.�
�Yeah, it just goes to show you that technology isn�t always the answer,� replied Donaldson.
�When the dust settles, have your friend come for a visit. I think I can entice him into joining our team. I have a feeling that we�re going to need a major upgrade in our IT department.�
Donaldson and Fahimah left the room together.
O�Reilly took a long swig of lukewarm coffee before standing up and stretching out his aching back.
�Okay, Ryan, the ball�s in your court now,� said O�Reilly to himself. �Get my people back before the government does something stupid.�

Two hours later, in Bogota, at Eldorado international Airport, Mitchell was standing in line to check in his one small piece of luggage when two men stepped out of the crowd and approached him. One was tall and slender, with dirty-blond hair, while the other had curly black hair and the solid build of a man who looked like he worked out several hours a day.
�Ryan Mitchell?� asked the blond man. His accent reminded Mitchell of someone from the Deep South.
�Yeah, who wants to know?� replied Mitchell, eyeing up the man standing in front of him. From their loose-fitting clothes to their demeanor, Mitchell knew that they were either ex-military or ex-police; either way, they probably knew how to handle themselves.
�Who we are is none of your damn business. Where�s Jackson?� asked the curly-haired man as he looked around, trying to see him in the crowd.
�He had to take an earlier flight,� said Mitchell. �His wife is sick.�
�Whatever, you�re the one we really want. I think you should see this, Mister Mitchell,� said the man with the blond hair as he handed Mitchell a cellphone.
Mitchell looked at the image on the screen. His blood instantly began to boil in his veins when he saw Jen, Sam, Yuri, and Cardinal in a cell sitting at a table. Mitchell took a deep breath to calm his brewing anger and handed back the phone. He had to play it smart; any foolishness on his behalf and the woman he loved and his friends would die.
�If you want to see them alive, you�ll come with us,� said the blond man.
�Yeah, do the smart thing, mister, and come with us,� said the other man.
Mitchell grinned at the men. �Lead on, then.�
The curly-haired man took Mitchell�s luggage and stepped behind him as the blond-haired man led them outside, to where a car was waiting for them.

On the third floor of the terminal, Jackson lowered his binoculars and quickly jotted down the tail identification number of the Learjet that Mitchell had just boarded, accompanied by two cagey-looking men. He dug out his disposable cellphone and dialed a number that Mitchell had given him. A moment later, a woman with an Asian accent answered the call. Quickly passing on the plane�s tail identification number and nothing else, he waited for the person on the other end to repeat the number just to ensure that she had it correctly. Jackson hung up and swore as he watched the plane taxi down the runway and take off into the cloud-covered sky. He hated leaving Mitchell on his own, but his plan made sense, and if there was going to be any chance of getting everyone out alive, he had to let his friend go on alone.
Jackson was about to take a swig from a can of Diet Coke when the phone in his pocket began to buzz. He answered the call and listened intently while the woman on the line gave her message twice before ending the call. Jackson packed his binoculars away and hurried downstairs until he came to the booth for Lufthansa Airlines.
The woman behind the counter was tanned, in her late thirties with shoulder-length blonde hair. She smiled at Jackson and said, �May I help you, sir?�
�You sure can,� replied Jackson. �I�d like to get on the next available flight for Frankfurt. Also, can you arrange a connecting flight for me to Tirana, Albania?�
�Certainly, sir,� answered the woman, with a flash of her pearl-white teeth. �Business or pleasure?� she asked, trying to make small talk with Jackson.
�Oh, it�s business, but it�s going to be quite pleasurable when I run into an old friend I haven�t seen for some time,� replied Jackson, thinking about choking the life out of McMasters.
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Airstrip
Dinaric Alps, Albania
The Learjet came down through the narrow mountain pass, lined itself up with the runway, and began its final approach towards the private airfield. The flight, which included a refueling stop in Spain, had taken almost twenty hours. Mitchell, drugged and shackled the whole trip, was brought out of a deep sleep when smelling salts were wafted under his nose.
Instantly awake, Mitchell sat up and took a deep breath through his nose to clear the foul smell. He tried to focus his eyes.
A blurry figure hovered over him.
�He�s awake,� called out the curly-haired thug.
�Cover him,� ordered his blond-haired partner as he dug out a key from his pocket and undid the cuffs on Mitchell�s hands and ankles.
After a few seconds, the men in front of Mitchell came into focus, as did the pistol aimed at his chest.
�Stand up and no funny business,� warned the curly-haired thug.
Mitchell glanced out the window and saw that they had landed on an airstrip surrounded by tall, tree-covered mountains. There was snow on the peaks of the highest mountains.
�I said get up,� growled the thug.
Mitchell stood and stretched out his sore muscles. �How long was I out?�
�About twenty hours,� replied the blond-haired man.
�No more questions,� said the curly-haired thug. �Now walk!�
Mitchell made his way off the plane and felt the warmth on his face from the sun hanging high overhead. We�re probably not in Russia, thought Mitchell. He turned and saw the wide-open, heavy steel doors leading into a mountain installation. Mitchell chuckled; he knew exactly where he was.
�Move,� insisted the thug behind Mitchell, who gave him a good push to get him moving.
They had barely gone twenty meters when an electric-powered cart pulled up and three armed guards jumped off.
�We�ll take him from here,� said a black man with a strong West African accent to the blond-haired man.
�He�s all yours,� replied the man.
�Cuff him,� said the black guard to one of his men.
Before Mitchell could object, a set of handcuffs was placed on his wrists. Manhandled into the back of the cart, Mitchell sat back and smiled at a black-bearded thug that sat beside him with his assault rifle jammed into Mitchell�s ribs.
Mitchell was surprised to see a row of jets parked outside of the installation. He counted no fewer than twelve of the expensive jets. An old Albanian military installation was hardly the place he would have expected to find some of the world�s richest people.
The cart stopped just inside the installation.
�Out,� ordered the black guard to Mitchell.
With a smile, Mitchell got down from the cart and took a quick look around. He was amazed at the size of the base. There were six brightly lit tunnels branching off from the main hangar floor. At least ten brand new luxury cars, including BMWs, Mercedes, and Ferraris were parked off to one side. Dozens of workers moved about the installation. What caught Mitchell�s eye were four black up-armored Hummers, a Mercedes SUV, an armored truck, and a sleek looking semi-trailer all in a line as if ready to leave in a moment�s notice. Armed guards seemed to be everywhere. It would take a battalion of marines to take this place, thought Mitchell.
The black guard motioned for Mitchell to follow. �This way.�
Taking in every detail, Mitchell followed the man across the hangar floor and then down a long corridor until they came to a closed door guarded by a couple of well-armed security personnel.
�He�s expecting us,� the guard said gruffly to the men at the door.
The guards stepped aside to let Mitchell and the black thug pass. The room was spacious and decorated with Southwestern American art.
�Afternoon, Ryan. I was wondering when you�d get here,� said Houston as he walked into the room from a side door.
Mitchell almost chuckled when he saw how Houston was dressed. He had on his usual outfit of blue jeans, cowboy boots, a white shirt, and a new, tan-colored cowboy hat on his head.
�Don�t you think that you�re a little overdressed for Albania, Mister Houston?� asked Mitchell.
�You�ve got a good eye, Ryan. Top marks for knowing where you are,� replied Houston jovially. �As for my outfit, I happen to like the way I look.�
Mitchell glanced over at a clock hanging on the wall and saw that it was mid-afternoon. His watch and his body were still on Colombian time.
�Where are my friends? I�d like to see them.�
�First things first, Ryan. If you give me your word that you�ll behave, I�ll have those cuffs removed.�
�And if I don�t give you my word?�
�Come on, Ryan; let�s not play games with one another. Give me your word that you�ll act in a civilized manner, and the cuffs will come off. If you don�t, I�ll have your friends killed one by one right in front of your eyes.�
�In that case, you have my word,� replied Mitchell with a forced smile.
�See, you can be reasonable when you want to. Release him,� said Houston to the black guard.
A couple of seconds later, Mitchell was free.
The guard stepped back out of arm�s reach and brought his weapon up to cover Mitchell.
�You have quite the collection of expensive cars out there,� remarked Mitchell.
Houston grinned. �What can I say? I like nice cars and beautiful young women. What else is a single billionaire going to spend his money on?�
Mitchell shook his head. �Mister Houston, this is all very nice, but I�d like to see my friends.�
�You�ll see them soon enough,� replied Houston. �However, I�d like you to meet some friends of mine first.
�Come with me, Ryan,� said Houston as he led Mitchell out of the room. Standing in the hallway was Houston�s nephew, Owen, with a puzzled look on his face.
�Ah, Owen, I�m glad to see that you finally made it,� declared Houston cheerfully as he moved to embrace his nephew.
Owen stepped back. �Sir, just what the hell is going on here? You told me not to worry about how you were using your discretionary funds. However, this� this enterprise of yours is unbelievable. How much did this all cost?�
�That�s not important right now,� replied Houston. �Come with me, Owen, I have some people you need to meet.�
They walked together down a side corridor dug into the rock until they came to a set of locked doors. One of the guards unlocked the door and held it open.
The room was the old base�s command center. It had been substantially improved and upgraded. Numerous screens hung on the walls, showing images from CNN, BBC and several other news agencies. In the middle of the room was a large oval table where the other eleven members of the Plutus Society sat quietly. Mitchell could tell from the bitter looks on their faces that these people weren�t the slightest bit amused with what was going on.
�It�s about bloody time you showed up,� grumbled Gavin Dearan. �You have a lot of nerve making us sit here for hours. Your goons wouldn�t even let us out of this bloody room except to go to the bathroom.�
�It was for your own protection,� replied Houston.
�David, this is unacceptable,� added Dimitri Kazan. �You take half of our companies and then dare to treat us like common criminals.�
�Please everyone, please calm down,� said Houston as he walked to the head of the table and took a seat. He pointed over at a couple of empty chairs and waited until Mitchell and Owen sat down before continuing.
�David, I�m scared. Please tell us what is going on,� pleaded Reika.
A large screen on the wall lit up.
Mitchell watched as a map of the world came up on the screen.
Houston stood up and walked over beside the screen. �Folks, the last time we met, I told all of you � except my nephew, Owen, and Mister Mitchell � that I had already commenced operations to reduce the world�s population by one-third.�
Owen flew from his seat. �Sir, did you just say that you�re planning to kill billions of innocent people?�
By his visceral reaction, Mitchell saw that Owen was just as horrified and in the dark as he was. It was something he knew he could exploit if he had the time.
�Please hear me out, Owen,� replied Houston. �I know this all may come as a bit of a shock to you. If, after this meeting, you still have any concerns, I�ll gladly take the time to go into greater detail with you. You have to understand that the planet cannot maintain its current level of population growth. Already, economic refugees are making their way north from the impoverished nations of Africa, Asia, and South America. There is only so much land to grow crops, only so many fish in the sea to feed people, and something has to give.�
Owen protested, �Sir, you cannot play God with the lives of billions of people. To do so is unconscionable.�
Houston smiled over at his nephew as if nothing was wrong. �Owen, please take your seat.�
The black guard stepped close in behind Owen and cocked his weapon.
Owen scowled at his uncle and sat down.
�Now, where was I?� said Houston to himself. Turning to the screen, he pointed to northern Russia with a laser pointer. �Several months ago, I was able to acquire a baby mammoth that died suddenly sometime around 11,000 BC.�
�David, what does that have to do with why we are here?� asked Shofu, the heavyset Nigerian.
�Everything,� replied Houston. �We all know about the extinction of the dinosaurs millions of years ago. However, did you know that the last major extinction on the Earth occurred a mere thirteen thousand years ago? Across the globe, species of all kinds � from the woolly mammoth in North America to the giant apes in Africa and Asia to the giant sloths of South America � all inexplicably died off. There are many theories as to why they disappeared. Some scientists believe that man hunted them to extinction. Others believe that climate change drove them to extinction when they were unable to adapt when the world around them changed. While some theorize that it a hyperdisease of unknown origin, possibly transmitted by man, killed off the large animals of the era.�
Changing the image on the screen, Houston brought up a picture of the dissembled Luna 15 probe�s return vehicle. �Ladies and gentlemen, I can state categorically that the reason that the animals went extinct was a hyperdisease. Not a terrestrial one, but one of extraterrestrial origin.�
�David, how the bloody hell did you come to that conclusion?� asked Dearan.
�It�s the only theory that has ever made sense to me. In 1969, the Soviet Union accidentally discovered an unknown pathogen still alive in a rock on the Moon�s surface. It was this pathogen that caused the world-wide extinction 13,000 years ago.�
�Why have we never heard of this?� said Heike, Houston�s German co-conspirator.
�Because the Russians didn�t want anyone to know about their discovery,� replied Houston. �They were so concerned that the pathogen could be harmful to human life that they programmed their probe to burn up in the Earth�s atmosphere. Fortunately, for us, their calculations were shoddy and the probe landed safely on an island in the South Atlantic. Mister Mitchell and his people were instrumental in recovering the probe for us and for that he has my thanks.�
�Please don�t be upset if I say you�re not welcome,� said Mitchell sardonically.
Houston smiled. �No need to be a sore loser, Ryan.�
With a push of a button, Houston brought up the map of the world once more. �What my scientists believe happened is that a small asteroid containing the pathogen hit the Moon, shattering into thousands, if not tens of thousands, of fragments. Some of which were blasted back out into space and then caught in Earth�s gravitational pull. Coming down all over the planet, the pathogen spread death wherever it fell.�
�What exactly fell to earth?� asked Dearan, growing uncomfortable.
�Anthrax,� answered Houston. �Not the anthrax we�re used to dealing with today, but a highly virulent strain of the disease that spreads incredibly fast and is deadly to anything that contracts the disease.�
�There are vaccines for anthrax,� pointed out Kazan. �Even if you could engineer an outbreak, it would be quickly contained.�
�You are correct, Dimitri, there are vaccines for anthrax. However, the strain that killed off the giant mammals 13,000 years ago is unknown to modern science. From the baby mammoth�s blood, we were able to identify the virus that killed it. Regrettably, we were unable to synthesize the virus. That was, until I obtained the pathogen in its purest form from the sample brought back inside the Luna 15 space probe�s return vehicle.�
�You�ve been able to duplicate the pathogen?� said Reika, her voice unsteady with fear.
�Yes, I have. In fact, my people have turned it into an aerosol so it can be delivered via the air. As of now, we don�t have all that we are going to need in the long run, but there is enough for us to commence the operation in about twenty hours from now. The remainder will be ready for distribution in two to three weeks from today.�
Shofu looked over at Houston. �If you release this unknown form of anthrax, who is to say that it won�t kill three or four billion people before it can be stopped?�
�Shofu, my old friend, the beauty about this disease is that it burns itself out after ninety days,� replied Houston, triumphantly. �There will, of course, be some remote regions where it may go longer. But it has been projected that after ninety days, the virus will be gone and along with it, one-third of the world�s population.�
�What about the world�s supply of farm animals such as cows, pigs, and sheep? If they die as well, you will be dooming billions more to starvation,� pointed out Heike.
Houston shook his head, �I was worried about that too. However, the virus has been modified by my scientists to be harmful only to human beings.�
�What if it doesn�t burn itself out?� asked Mitchell. �What if, like most viruses, it mutates and becomes something that you cannot control?�
The room went quiet.
Houston, paused, smiled at his accomplices and then said, �Mister Mitchell, we have run through countless computer simulations, including the one you just described. I can assure you and everyone in this room that the disease will burn itself out ninety days after it�s released.�
�What if you�re wrong?� asked Mitchell.
�I�m not.�
Kazan asked, �How do you intend to distribute the virus?�
�Initially, it will be dispersed via human hosts into the air at several major airports around the world,� replied Houston. �As it is the Christmas season, the airports will be packed with holiday travelers who will be unwittingly exposed to the virus and take it home with them. Within days, people will start to die all across the planet. The second wave of the disease will be dispersed via a supposed cure for anthrax, which will be sold through several shell pharmaceutical companies in Asia and Latin America. Once the disease hits, people will be clamoring all across the globe for a cure.�
�This is madness!� yelled Owen. �Please think about what you�re about to do and stop it before it begins. Uncle David, you don�t need to do this.�
�It�s this or the slow extinction of the human race through war, disease, and famine!� replied Houston, raising his voice. �We have been given a once in a lifetime opportunity to shape the future of this planet, why not seize the chance while we can?�
�At a considerable profit for yourself,� added Mitchell. �After all, you�ve already fleeced the people in this room of half of their companies. What I�d like to know is, how many billions of dollars is enough for you?�
�That doesn�t concern you,� snapped Houston.
Mitchell grinned; he�d hit a sore point with Houston. �Hey, you�re the one who invited me here.�
�And now I�m asking you to leave,� replied Houston bluntly.
Mitchell heard the sound of a weapon being cocked behind him. Slowly, he stood and locked eyes with Houston. �I don�t understand. Why did you bother to tell me any of this?�
�Because, believe it or not, I did not relish giving the order to have you killed. I still believe that the world is going to need people like you when it resets itself in three months� time,� said Houston. �Think about what you�ve just heard. If you and your associates willingly join me, I�ll let you all live.�
With that, Mitchell felt a hand on his shoulder.
�It�s time to go now. Don�t try anything stupid,� warned the black guard.
Mitchell quickly leaned down towards Owen and whispered, �He�s mad.�
With a sharp tug, the guard pulled Mitchell away and shoved him towards the door. As he stepped out into the hallway, his heart skipped a beat when he saw McMasters standing there with an evil grin on his face.
�Remember me?� said McMasters.
Before Mitchell could move a muscle, the black guard brought his rifle down on the back of Mitchell�s neck, knocking him to the floor, unconscious.
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Tirana International Airport
Tirana, Albania
With the taste of too many bad coffees in his mouth, Jackson walked through the airport terminal, unsure of his next move. All he knew from his phone call back in Colombia was his destination and nothing more. He had never been to Albania, let alone Tirana. As he stood there looking around, his ears picked up least a half-dozen different languages. Most people around him spoke English, German and a language Jackson took to be Albanian. He was about to make his way outside to get some fresh air to clear his head when a slender Asian woman in blue jeans and undone black leather jacket walked towards him. Jackson smiled. It was Grace�s young accomplice, Midori.
�How was your flight, Mister Jackson?� asked Midori.
�Long, real long,� he replied.
�Please follow me, we have a bit of a drive ahead of us today,� said Midori as she turned around and headed for the nearest exit.
A sleek black BMW X3 pulled up to the curb, and Jackson and Midori got in. The driver, an Albanian employee of Grace�s, introduced herself as Aleksandra. Jackson wasn�t sure if that was her real name; deciding that he wasn�t going to bother asking, he sat back and asked where they were heading.
�North,� replied Aleksandra cryptically, as she pulled away from the curb and sped off. Within minutes, they were on a highway moving away from the capital.
Hours later, Aleksandra turned off the main road and took a winding trail up into the mountains. They slowed down when they came to a picturesque village with streets barely wide enough for their car to navigate. At the other end of the farming community, Jackson was surprised to see, on a small hill overlooking the road, a couple of abandoned concrete pillboxes sitting there like a pair of silent sentries. Albania was littered with pillboxes and other defensive works, built during the Cold War, which now sat quiet, slowly being reclaimed by the countryside.
Finally, after another hour driving along the narrow mountain roads, Aleksandra brought their car to a halt outside of an old house that reminded Jackson of a German Gasthaus. He followed the women inside and saw that it was set up like a Bavarian restaurant, complete with young servers walking about in white shirts and leather lederhosen. They took a table in the back.
Jackson�s stomach rumbled. He picked up a menu to see what there was when Grace Maxwell walked into the restaurant and joined them at their table.
�Good evening, Mister Jackson, I hope that you�re well rested after your flight,� said Grace.
�Yeah, it was long, but I managed to sleep most of it away,� replied Jackson. He glanced down at his watch and saw that he had forgotten to change the time. �What time is it here?�
�Just after seven,� answered Midori.
�I suggest that we have something to eat, as it may be hours before any of us gets a chance again,� said Grace.
�Sounds good to me,� said Jackson, who promptly ordered a meal of Wiener Schnitzel with fries and vegetables.
After all of their meals arrived, Jackson looked over at Grace. �How did you figure out that Ryan is in Albania?�
�It was too easy. I used the plane�s tail numbers to track their movements,� replied Grace. �All planes have to register their flight plans before taking off. Mitchell�s plane was scheduled to fly on to Spain to refuel before heading to Albania.�
�You sure got the information quickly,� observed Jackson.
Grace smiled. �All it took was a small bribe to an airport official, and voil�, I had the plane�s destination. As Midori and I were already in Europe, it didn�t take us long to get here.�
�By the way, where is here?�
�We�re in the Dinaric Alps,� said Grace. �Behind us is a trail that leads up and over a mountain with a beautiful view of a private airstrip belonging to Asclepius Pharmaceuticals. Which just happens to be one of many shadow companies secretly owned and operated by David Houston.�
�Is there anything that son of a bitch doesn�t own? How did you know that Ryan�s plane would land here?�
�This is the only piece of real estate owned by Houston in Albania. Combined with the level of security thrown up around the place, there was no doubt left in my mind where Mitchell�s plane would land.�
�You�re going to have to share some of your sources with us once this is all over,� said Jackson.
�Never,� replied Grace. �They�re mine to keep.�
�Did you see Ryan�s plane on the airstrip?�
Grace grinned. �Yes, his and about a dozen other planes belonging to some of the richest people in the world are parked down there. Whatever Houston is up to, it�s big.�
�You know, Ryan never told me why you contacted him out of the blue.�
�Let�s just say my employer has changed his mind. He doesn�t want whatever came back from the Moon to ever leave Houston�s hideout. At first, I wasn�t sure where to look, but when Ryan suggested that he act as bait, I readily agreed to help him if it led me to the probe.�
�Fair enough.� Jackson could feel the tension building up inside as it always did before a mission. He leaned forward and said, �So what�s your plan?�
�Finish up your meal and then we�ll all take a hike in the mountains to help digestion.�
Taking a forkful of schnitzel in his mouth, Jackson couldn�t wait to get started. His friends were counting on him, and he wasn�t going to let them down. Come hell or high water, he was going to get them out, and if he ran into McMasters, all the better.

34

Jail cell
Underground bunker
Mitchell slowly opened his eyes and looked up. He smiled when he saw Jen�s beautiful face looking down at him.
�Hey there, sleepyhead,� said Jen to Mitchell. �It�s about time you woke up.�
Taking a deep breath to clear the fog in his mind, Mitchell sat up and felt a goose-egg-sized bump on the back of his head.
�You�ve got a nasty bump back there,� said Sam as she moved over to take a look at Mitchell�s wound. �I wouldn�t try to do any gymnastics for the next few hours until it goes down a bit.�
�Great advice,� replied Mitchell. �I should be okay. I think we�re trapped in here for the foreseeable future.�
Cardinal grabbed a washcloth, wetted it down in the sink, and handed it to Mitchell.
�Thanks,� said Mitchell as he set the damp cloth on the bump. He saw that he and his friends were in a small cell, with two bunk beds, a toilet, sink, and an old wooden table.
Yuri turned in his chair and looked over at Mitchell. �My dear Ryan, I hope that this is all part of some overly elaborate escape plan you have hatched and that Mister Jackson is going to swoop in at any minute and rescue us. If not� why are you here?�
�First off, I have no idea where Nate could be,� replied Mitchell. �Secondly, I was given an offer I couldn�t refuse by a couple of Houston�s goons.�
�That sounds all too familiar,� said Cardinal.
�How long have I been out?� asked Mitchell.
�Just over three hours,� responded Sam.
�Jesus, Ryan, what have we gotten ourselves into?� said Jen as she reached over and took Ryan�s right hand.
For the next half hour, Mitchell told them about what had happened in Venezuela and his recent meeting with Houston. Jen brought a hand to her mouth in horror when Mitchell told them about Houston�s plan to kill two billion people.
�He can�t be serious,� said Jen.
�Oh, he�s serious, all right,� replied Mitchell. �In fact, he�s been planning this for decades. He and his people have improved upon the lethality of the anthrax spores brought back to Earth inside the re-entry vehicle. Within hours, they�ll have enough weaponized anthrax to begin their genocidal plan.�
�Surely he doesn�t think he can kill billions of innocent people and not be held accountable for it,� said Sam.
�There wouldn�t be a place on the planet where he could hide,� added Cardinal. �He�d be the most wanted man in history.�
Mitchell turned his head to look over at his friends. �Folks, I hate to say it but unless someone stops him, he�s going to get away with mass murder.�
�Impossible!� exclaimed Yuri. �Ryan, you must have bumped your head worse than you think.�
�Houston�s no fool, he�s thought this through. He�s not going to take the fall for this. I�ve no doubt that he�s going to lay this all on someone else. I bet right now that Houston is having his corporate records electronically altered to show that Owen was behind all of this. When the dust settles, Houston will be able to claim that he had no idea whatsoever what his nephew was up to. After seeing Owen�s reaction when he learned what his uncle was up to, it�s obvious to me that he�s not part of this. I�m convinced that Houston does not intend for Owen or any other members of his little club to survive the coming genocide.�
�Dead men tell no tales,� proclaimed Yuri.
�Precisely,� said Mitchell.
Jen asked, �What about all of the people working here, surely one of them will spill the beans? You can�t keep a secret like this buried too long these days. Someone will talk.�
Mitchell thought about it for a moment. He snapped his fingers. �The son of a bitch is planning to leave. I saw a convoy of armored vehicles upstairs. He and a small group of hard-core followers won�t be here, when� �
�When what happens?� asked Sam.
�I don�t know. Perhaps an accidental release of anthrax, a nuke going off, an attack by Albanian commandos; whatever it is, Houston has planned for it and won�t be here when it happens.�
�What about us?� asked Jen.
�If we don�t figure a way out, we�ll suffer the same fate as everyone in here,� replied Mitchell.
Sam said, �I�ve tried the lock; it�s tamper-proof.�
�What about the bars?� asked Mitchell.
�They�re new,� replied Cardinal. �They must have been part of the upgrade to this place when they converted it from a fighter base to a pharmaceutical company.�
�Well, everyone needs to put on their thinking caps and come up with something fast, or we�re all dead.�
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Camp David
Maryland
President Kempt stood with his jaw clenched tight while he watched Dan Leonard on the screen brief him and Vice President Grant about the recent discovery of a secret Cold War airbase in Albania belonging to a company owned by David Houston.
Along with Leonard in the briefing room in the Pentagon was Anne Hook, the Director of the CIA, and General Patterson, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
�Sir, reliable sources in Albania have been able to confirm that the soil sample brought back to Earth by the Luna 15 return vehicle is now inside the former airbase,� said Hook.
�How reliable is this source?� asked the president.
�Sir, he�s been on the agency�s payroll for close to a decade. According to the Station Chief in Tirana, he is a high-ranking member of the Albanian military and has been providing useful intelligence the whole time he has been working for us.�
�Who exactly owns this company?� asked Vice President Grant.
�On paper it is owned and operated by Asclepius Pharmaceuticals,� explained Hook. �Their head office is in Geneva, Switzerland. Max Cartier is the president of Asclepius Pharmaceuticals; however, the installation in Albania was financed exclusively through one of several shadow corporations owned by David Houston.�
�So you�re telling me that you�re one hundred percent convinced that David Houston is behind this?� said Grant.
�According to a quick financial audit of Houston�s records, it would appear that Houston�s nephew, Owen Houston, has been funneling funds through several secret accounts into Asclepius Pharmaceuticals for a number of years now. David Houston may be unaware of his nephew�s duplicity.�
�Anne, what can you tell me about this base?� asked Kempt.
A picture of the base came up on the screen. �Sir, it is built into the side of a mountain and was designed to be able to withstand bombardment by anything up to a nuclear bomb. It was recently upgraded by a German construction company that has been in the press several times over the years for building bomb-proof bunkers for a couple of unsavory despots around the globe.�
�Get the schematics on this base,� ordered Kempt. �I don�t care how you do it, but make sure that you have them before the next meeting.�
�Yes, sir,� replied Hook, nodding.
President Kempt asked, �General Patterson, what assets do we have in and around Albania that we could call on, if need be?�
�Sir, we have the Thirty-First Fighter Wing in Aviano,� responded Patterson. �However, with Christmas on the horizon, there are a substantial number of base personnel away right now. A Carrier Strike Group led by the U.S.S. Eisenhower is off the coast of Italy on exercise and could easily be pulled away without raising too much suspicion.�
�Do it,� replied the president forcefully.
Turning his gaze on the CIA Director, Kempt said, �Anne, what about your people? What do you have in the region?�
�Sir, the CIA has an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle detachment working from an Albanian base in the east of the country and another in Bulgaria,� replied Hook.
�Are the UAVs armed?� asked Kempt.
�No, sir; however, the UAVs in Bulgaria are Predators and could easily be armed in no time.�
�Okay then, here�s what I want to happen. Anne, I want one of your UAVs in the sky immediately. I want to see what�s going on at this mountain installation. Also, I want you to place your people in Bulgaria on standby, just in case we need them.�
�Mister President, what are you going to tell the President of Albania?� asked Leonard.
�For now, nothing. Until I know precisely what I am going to do, I don�t see the need to cause a panic.�
�Sir, we should fly back to the capital,� said Grant to the president.
Kempt spoke to Leonard. �Dan, I want a chopper up here ASAP, and notify all of the available members of the National Security Council to meet me in the Situation Room in precisely two hours� time. Those who can�t make it in time will attend via secure teleconference.�
�Will do, sir,� replied Leonard.
�Folks, if there is an unknown and deadly pathogen being stored in that base, I cannot allow it to escape. I want options, from a Special Forces raid all the way up to the use of a nuclear device. Nothing is off the table.�
Leonard said, �Sir, I think you should know that Ryan Mitchell has dropped off the radar screen. It would appear that he never boarded his flight from Bogota to the States.�
�What do you think happened to him?�
�Sir, he was killed, kidnapped or has gone underground. Regardless, if he is still alive, I don�t think we�ll see or hear too much from him until this is all over.�
With that, the conversation ended. Kempt and Grant stood in the briefing room, silent, the enormity of what they were facing weighing on both men.
Finally, Kempt broke the silence. �Dave, do you honestly believe that David Houston knows absolutely nothing about what is going on?�
Grant said, �Sir, I�ve known David Houston for close to thirty years. I find it hard to believe that he would be mixed up in something as fantastic as this. You know that without his generous financial support, I�d never be where I am today. However, he�s also one of the most intelligent and cunning men I have ever met. So do I think that he knows what is going on? You bet your ass I do! And if he�s planning on doing anything that would harm this nation, I say we nuke the bastard.�
Kempt smiled. At least the vice president wasn�t in Houston�s pay. However, at the back of his mind, he couldn�t help but wonder who was.
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Mountainside
Dinaric Alps, Albania
The sweat poured down Jackson�s face. His clothes were soaked with perspiration.
�You said it was a little hike,� said Jackson to Grace in between breaths. �That was more like climbing Mount Everest in the dark.�
�If you hadn�t eaten so much for dinner and were a few kilos lighter, this wouldn�t have been so hard on you,� replied Grace dryly.
�Just give me a second to catch my breath, and then we can carry on.�
Grace looked over at Midori and told her to carry on up to the top of the mountain. With the sure feet of a mountain goat, Midori sprinted up the narrow path.
Jackson wiped the sweat from his face. �I thought you said before we left the restaurant that this area is patrolled by the Albanian army.�
�It is,� replied Grace. �However, tonight the local detachment on this side of the mountain is getting drunk, thanks to a couple of women I hired to keep the men distracted until tomorrow morning.�
�You think of everything.�
�I try,� replied Grace. �Now let�s get a move on. It�s only a few hundred more meters to the top of the mountain.�
�That�s what you said an hour ago,� muttered Jackson as he fell into line between Grace and Aleksandra.
Twenty minutes later, Jackson lay on his stomach. Below, the mountain base was lit up. Grace handed him a set of binoculars. Slowly scanning the installation, Jackson saw a tall metal fence, with rows of razor-sharp concertina wire on top, surrounding the entire airfield. Automated towers with bright searchlights and cameras dominated all of the open spaces. Inside the fence, armed guards patrolled the perimeter. It was better security than Jackson had seen at some nuclear weapons installations in the States.
�That place is guarded better than Fort Knox. I hope you�ve got a really good plan to get in there,� said Jackson to Grace.
Grace pointed to a guard tower at the base of the mountain. �That�s where we�re going in.�
�And just how do you propose we do that?�
�Aleksandra will stay up here to cover us and guide us in,� replied Grace. �Just after midnight, we make our way down the side of the mountain. The trees should mask us from observation the whole way down. When we get close, Midori will temporarily blind the surveillance tower with a laser while we make our way inside the complex.�
�Oh, and here I was thinking that this was going to be difficult,� said Jackson sarcastically.
�Don�t worry. I want in there just as bad as you do. I�m not going to do something that might get us both captured. I don�t want to end up with a couple of bullets in the back of my head any more than you do.�
Jackson could see that Grace had put some thought into getting inside the base. He lay there wondering if she put as much effort into their escape plan. He was about to ask her about it when he heard something that sounded like a propeller-driven plane fly right over their heads. Jackson rolled over on his back, grabbed a set of NVGs and looked up into the night sky. A couple of seconds later, Jackson swore.
�Do these people have a UAV?� he asked Grace.
�None that I�m aware of. Why?�
�Because a UAV just flew right overtop of us. If it doesn�t belong to Houston, then it probably belongs to Uncle Sam.�
�I guess your government is now aware of Houston�s little hideaway,� said Grace.
�Looks that way. Only right now I can�t decide if that�s a good thing or a bad thing.�
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The Situation Room
The White House
Located 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. Its sole purpose was to keep the president and his key advisors up-to-date on any potentially volatile situations developing at home or overseas. With the most advanced communications equipment in the world, the president could talk to any of his people anywhere in the world from the Situation Room without their conversation ever being monitored.
Almost to the minute, two hours after giving the order, President Kempt walked into the room. He sat down at his usual spot at the head of the table and looked out at the faces of the men and women in the room. There was no hint of panic. Instead, a calm, but serious, expression was etched on the faces of all of his key advisors. With him in the room were his vice president, his National Security Advisor, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the head of the CIA, and his attorney general. On such short notice, many regular members of the president�s National Security Council had been unable to make it back to the capital. They were, however, present on the many screens spread about the room.
�Okay, let�s get down to business. We all know why we�re here,� said the president, kicking off the meeting. �In order to deal with the very real threat of a Hellfire scenario, we must be prepared to act, and act decisively to neutralize this threat. Every minute we spend debating this issue is a wasted minute in my opinion. Therefore, I would like to ask General Patterson to outline any possible military scenarios he has to deal with this threat.�
Patterson cleared his throat and brought up a schematic of the base on one screen and an infrared picture of the mountain installation on another. �This image is being sent to us via a CIA UAV,� said Patterson. �It is real-time footage, and as you can all see this base is heavily fortified and well-defended. Already a robust structure less than a year ago, the mountain base�s infrastructure was substantially improved. It is doubtful that a conventional bomb could penetrate through the mountain and destroy the installation.�
�General, what about the GBU-43?� asked Dan Leonard.
�Dan, the Massive Ordnance Air Blast bomb has never been used in combat, and my experts tell me that the mountain is too thick for it to penetrate down into the installation,� replied Patterson.
�Okay then, what about a GBU-57 Penetrator bomb?�
�Same thing. It may penetrate the mountain, but fail to blast its way inside the base.�
Kempt jumped in. �Gents, correct me if I�m wrong, but even if one of those bombs managed to penetrate all the way into heart of the installation, there�s no guarantee that the resulting blast would completely eradicate the virus. We can�t afford for even so much as a single microbe to survive. If it got out into the air, there would be no way to predict how fast this unknown strain of anthrax would spread. No, gents, it all has to be destroyed in one massive strike.�
�What about the Albanian army?� said Roger Thomas, Kempt�s Attorney General. �Couldn�t they surround this place until we take it with Special Forces?�
Patterson shook his head. �A ground assault has already been ruled out as being too risky. It would take a battalion of well-trained soldiers to storm that place, and even if they could get inside, there�s no guarantee that the anthrax wouldn�t be released into the air before we could take possession of it.�
Kempt said, �General Patterson�s right. The strike must be from the air, and it must be decisive. There can be no margin for error.�
�Sir, I hope you�re not proposing that we use nuclear weapons,� said the Secretary of State on a screen near the president.
�I hope not, but I want to keep my options open. No matter how horrible they may be,� replied Kempt.
Patterson leaned forward and looked over at Kempt. �Sir, we may have a non-nuclear option that will destroy the base and the anthrax.�
�Go on.�
�Sir, we can use thermobaric bombs to destroy the installation and everything in it.�
Anne Hook interjected, �General, I thought you said that you couldn�t blast your way through the mountain. How will this missile destroy the base and the anthrax without it escaping into the air?�
�Anne, we won�t go through the mountain. Instead, we�ll go in through the front door. We can punch a hole through the base�s blast doors with a couple of laser-guided Paveway bombs. Once the doors are out of the way, we�ll hit the base with two thermobaric bombs. The blast from the thermobaric devices will travel in excess of three kilometers a second. In the blink of an eye, the flames will reach a temperature of over five thousand degrees, incinerating absolutely everything inside the base.�
�What about airtight compartments? Will these themobaric bombs destroy them as well?� asked the president.
�Sir, the pressure wave from the blast will crack them open like eggs; less than a second later, anything and anyone inside those rooms will be incinerated,� replied Patterson.
�The schematic of the base shows that it has multiple levels,� said the vice president. �How can you be sure that you�ll destroy everything underground as well?�
�Sir, the pressure wave created by a single bomb would be more than sufficient for our needs. However, to ensure that the anthrax is one-hundred-percent eradicated, we�re going to hit the base with two bombs,� replied Patterson.
Vice President Grant looked over at Hook. �Anne, I see that there are about a dozen Learjets sitting on the airfield. They can�t all be Houston�s.�
�No sir, in fact, they belong to some of the richest and most influential business leaders in the world,� answered Hook. �Before anyone asks, our missing Learjet is not among those planes. If it�s there, it�s hidden inside the base away from prying eyes.�
A murmur coursed through the room.
�What are the chances of anyone surviving the blast?� queried Grant.
�None,� replied Patterson soberly.
If the thought of killing people who might have nothing to do with the threat bothered Kempt, his stone-faced visage didn�t show it. �General, just how do you plan to deliver these warheads?�
�I can have the required munitions moved to Ms. Hook�s CIA base in Bulgaria in a matter of hours,� replied Patterson. �Once there, two Predator UAVs can be made ready in less than an hour.�
�Flight time to the target?� asked Grant.
�One hour,� said Patterson, after a quick check of his notes.
President Kempt pursed his lips and rhythmically drummed his fingers on the desk for a moment. Fixing his gaze on General Patterson, he said, �General, put your plan into operation. I want to be told the minute the UAVs are ready to take off from their base in Bulgaria.�
�Very good, sir,� replied Patterson.
Hook nodded in agreement, as the people who were about to pull off the strike were actually hers.
�Is there a contingency plan in case this one fails?� asked Vice President Grant. He was an old political hand. He wasn�t going to quit asking questions until he knew that every angle had been considered and that the president wouldn�t be left with a potential worldwide catastrophe on his hands.
Patterson said, �Sir, the fighter wing in Aviano will be in support. If the UAVs fail, they will be prepared to strike the base using a mixture of conventional bombs, such as bunker buster bombs, and incendiary munitions that will, hopefully, destroy the installation and the anthrax.�
Grant nodded his concurrence.
�Sir, what about the Albanians; when do you plan to inform their president?� asked the Secretary of State.
�Not until the UAVs are about to enter their airspace and not a minute before,� replied Kempt. �We can�t afford for any of this to get out until we�re ready to strike.�
Kempt stood, immediately followed by everyone else in the room. �Okay folks, there�s a lot of work that needs to be done in a few short hours. I won�t keep you from it.� With that, he and Vice President Grant left the room.
Patterson and Hook instantly relayed the necessary orders for the strike to their people. In the back of the room, Leonard�s military aide, Colonel Harriman, waited quietly for the right moment to leave his boss� side. He had the most important phone call in his life to make.
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Jail cell
Underground bunker
�That�s not going to work,� Sam said to Mitchell as he twisted the slender piece of a plastic fork that had come with their supper meal inside their cell�s lock.
With a loud snap, Mitchell�s utensil broke in his hand.
�I told you. The lock is far-too-well-built to be picked by a plastic fork.�
Frustrated, Mitchell turned around and looked over at his friends. Jen was dozing on one of the beds while Yuri, Sam, and Cardinal sat at the table staring at him.
�I had to try something,� said Mitchell. �If we don�t get out of here in the next few hours, we�re as dead as everyone else.�
�Mister Mitchell, what did you mean by that?� asked an unseen person.
Turning around, Mitchell saw Owen Houston walk in front of the iron bars of the cell.
Mitchell could see the fatigue and confusion in Owen�s blue eyes.
�I�m surprised that your uncle let you out of the briefing room,� said Mitchell. �I take it all of the other members of the creepy billionaires� club are still there under guard.�
Owen shook his head. �I�m family. I�m free to go where I please. In fact, my uncle asked me to come down here and see if you had made up your mind about joining him.�
�You know the answer to that,� replied Mitchell firmly.
�Yeah, I guess I do.�
�Owen, I�m surprised that he bothered to send you to see us at all. You do realize that he�s never going to be held accountable for what he is about to do. If he hasn�t already, your uncle is going to leave an electronic breadcrumb trail straight to your doorstep. If you survive the coming holocaust, you�re the person who�s going to take the fall for the death of billions.�
Owen�s face blanched. He looked like he was going to be sick.
�You know I�m right, don�t you?�
�No, I don�t,� stammered Owen.
�If you don�t believe me, find a computer and access your company�s financial records. If they�re the same as they were the day before you left home, then I�m wrong; however, if they�re not, you�ll know that I�m telling the truth.�
�And if you are telling the truth, then what?�
Mitchell stepped forward until he was nearly at the bars. Looking deep into Owen�s eyes, he said, �Then you figure a way to get us the hell out of here. We�ve only got a few hours left to stop your uncle. I�m not sure how he�s going to do it, but he plans to kill everyone here and escape with the virus.�
Owen stood there, hesitating.
�Do it!� snapped Mitchell.
Shaken, Owen staggered back, turned on his heel, and hurried out of the room.
Cardinal said, �Jesus, Ryan, I thought the poor bugger was going to pee himself when you raised your voice to him.�
�He needed a good swift kick in the pants to get moving. You can see it in his eyes; he�s clearly conflicted. He doesn�t want to believe his uncle is capable of cold-hearted murder and betrayal.�
Sam said, �Can we trust him?�
�Do we have a choice?� replied Mitchell.
�If he does come back, then what?� asked Yuri.
�Then we pray that Nate is nearby and has hatched a plan to get us out of here,� said Mitchell. �I, for one, don�t want to be here when the clock runs down. Whatever Houston has planned, I�m sure it�s going to be a horrible way to go.�

Several floors above, David Houston sat at his desk sipping a cup of coffee. It was a mix of his favorite Hawaiian and Colombian beans. He glanced over at the clock on the wall and saw that he had three hours left before he put his plan in motion. A lifetime of work came down to these fleeting few moments in time.
There was a knock at his door.
�Come in,� said Houston.
McMasters entered the room. �Sir, our contact in Washington has confirmed that a strike on the base is imminent.�
�How soon?�
�He anticipates that we have two hours before the UAVs leave their base in Bulgaria. After that it�ll be another hour before they�re in a position to launch their missiles.�
Houston smiled. The information leaked to the CIA by one of his people had triggered the anticipated response from the U.S. government, down to the minute. �Very well then, have the anthrax loaded up in the trucks. Nothing of value is to be left behind.�
�What about Mitchell and his people?� asked McMasters.
�Regrettably, I doubt that he�ll ever see things our way,� replied Houston. �When you�re done loading the trucks, you can kill them.�
McMasters grinned and turned to leave, when a phone on Houston�s desk rang.
Houston answered the call. A sour look crept across his face. After setting the phone down, he looked up at McMasters. �That was the control room. It would appear that someone has been busy reviewing my financial records. Please send some men to find Owen and have him brought to me. Unharmed,� stressed Houston.
�Yes, sir,� said McMasters as he left the room.
Houston reached into a pocket and pulled out a small tin of mints. He popped one in his mouth and stared over at the clock. Although it pained him, he had always planned for Owen�s body to be found a few days from now, hanging from a rope in a hotel room, in order to deflect the blame onto someone else. A suicide note in his handwriting would tell the world how he had unleashed a horrible disease, and then had been unable to live with the consequences of his actions. Houston, however, changed his mind and decided that Owen would now be found on a dirt road outside of the base having blown his brains out. Either way, the blame would fall squarely on his nephew�s shoulders. Owen�s children would become his new heirs.
His legacy would live on.
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The Base
Grace raised a hand and slowly got down on one knee. Bringing up her pistol hand, she took aim down the narrow trail. A moment later, a young wild boar came trotting down the path. With a snort, the boar looked up at Grace, turned around, and ran back the way it came.
�I guess you don�t smell all that attractive to the little fellow,� whispered Jackson.
�I�d rather not tangle with a boar. Their tusks can be very sharp.�
Jackson looked down the darkened path. �How much farther?�
�Not far,� replied Grace. �Perhaps two hundred meters.�
Through the trees, Jackson could see the tall metal tower they were aiming for. Occasionally, a searchlight would shine into the forest, forcing them to take cover. To Jackson, it looked like a World War Two prisoner-of-war camp with all of the barbed-wire fences, towers and searchlights.
A few minutes later, they came out at the bottom of the mountain. Less than fifty meters away stood the tower. Like a tall steel sentinel, it silently kept watch.
Midori removed the pack from her bag and handed around three small devices that looked like robust cellphones.
�Turn it on and put it in your pocket,� said Grace.
Jackson looked at the device in the dark until he found the on-off switch. �What is this?� he asked Grace.
�It�s a jammer. It�ll scramble any surveillance equipment, from a motion sensor all the way up to a camera.�
�I�ve never seen one of these before,� said Jackson as he slipped the device into his pocket. �What�s the range on them?�
�About twenty meters. Any camera we pass will momentarily lose its signal. When we�re out of range, the camera will function normally again. Anyone watching will think it�s a minor technical glitch.�
�I think my boss should invest in some of these. Where did you get them?�
�They�re property of the U.S. Army,� explained Grace. �We liberated some from a warehouse in Germany a few months back.�
Midori handed Jackson a 9mm Glock pistol with three fully loaded magazines. He quickly loaded a magazine and then pulled back on the slide, chambering a round.
Jackson said, �Okay, what�s our next move?�
�After Midori blinds the tower, we�re going to cut our way inside and then make for the nearest cover,� explained Grace as she pointed at a row of small wooden buildings. �We need to find some uniforms to wear, or we�re really going to stand out.�
Jackson placed a hand on Grace�s shoulder. �Before we go anywhere, I want to discuss what happens when we get inside.�
�While you free your friends, Midori and I are going to destroy the anthrax and then get the hell out of there.�
�Think about it. We�d be better off freeing Ryan and the rest of my team before going after the anthrax. If you run into trouble, you�re going to need all the help you can get. Trust me; I don�t want the anthrax getting out of there either.�
Grace looked over at Midori, who quickly nodded.
�Okay then, your people first,� said Grace. A second later, she leaned over and whispered in Midori�s ear.
From her pack, Midori pulled out a device that looked like a futuristic pistol with a laser sight on top and aimed it at the tower.
Jackson grinned. He had read about electromagnetic pulse guns but had never seen one in action. Originally designed to stall a car�s engine, it was now about to be used to turn off all of the lights and cameras on the nearby tower.
�Get ready,� announced Grace, as she dug out an aerosol can from Midori�s pack.
Midori pulled the pulse gun�s trigger. The tower instantly shut down. Darkness descended.
�Now,� said Grace, taking off at a sprint.
Within seconds, she was at the fence. While Jackson and Midori covered her, Grace sprayed the can of liquid nitrogen in a wide arc, instantaneously freezing the metal. When she was done, Grace kicked the fence. The frozen portion snapped and fell to the ground. Right away, Grace dashed through the opening, quickly followed by Jackson and Midori. Ahead was the row of wooden buildings. With Grace in the lead, they ran as fast as they could for the buildings. Behind them, the tower came back to life, its searchlight scanning the wood line where they had been less than a minute ago.
�Hold on a second,� called out Jackson, gasping for air.
Grace didn�t stop running until they were safely behind one of the buildings. �Jackson, you really need to get in better shape,� admonished Grace.
�You sound like Ryan,� he replied as he took in several deep breaths to fill his aching lungs.
Midori moved past Jackson and tried to open the door on the building. It was locked. Like a cat, she crept between the buildings until she found a door that opened. After a quick look inside, she closed the door and moved onto the next one. After a few frustrating minutes looking, they found what they were looking for.
�I need to lose some weight,� said Jackson as he slipped out of his clothes and tried a set of workman�s coveralls. They were a snug fit, but they would have to do. The two women had the opposite problem: all of the coveralls were too large for them. They were going to look like an odd crew when they finally made their way inside the mountain base.
Grace did up her coveralls, edged over to the door and peeked outside. Almost immediately, she pulled her head back in. �Patrol,� mouthed Grace.
Jackson could hear some men moving around outside. They were talking to one another in German.
Inside the darkened building, no one moved. No one made a sound.
For a couple of agonizingly long minutes, the guards stood around between the buildings, smoking cigarettes. Jackson thought he heard them say that they had best get back to work, when another man joined them and lit up a cigarette. Jackson silently cursed their luck.
For now, they were going nowhere.

With a Motorola in one hand and a clipboard in the other, McMasters moved between the small convoy of vehicles, ensuring that nothing was going to be left behind. A dozen guards and technicians carefully loaded the sealed boxes of anthrax and all of the lab equipment into the back of the eighteen-wheeler. The aerosol containers with the weaponized anthrax were secured inside a hardened suitcase and then placed in the back of the armored truck. Twenty of McMasters� handpicked men were busy preparing the rest of the convoy to depart.
The Motorola beeped. Bringing it up to his ear, McMasters said, �Yeah, what�s up?�
�We have Mister Houston�s nephew,� responded one of the control room technicians. �He�s being escorted to Mister Houston as we speak.�
�Excellent news,� replied McMasters. �Is it all quiet on the perimeter?�
�Sir, a couple of minutes ago, tower nine went down for a minute, but came right back up.�
The hair on the back of McMasters� neck went up. �What do you mean, it went down?�
�For about sixty seconds the tower was offline.�
McMasters ground his teeth and clenched the radio tight in his hand. �Send a team out to the tower immediately to ensure that it hasn�t been tampered with. Someone�s inside the perimeter.�
�Are you sure?�
�Of course I�m damn well sure!� snarled McMasters. �Also, sound the alarm and dispatch as many men as you can to search the grounds. I want whoever got in here found and found fast.�
A second later, a klaxon alarm rang out. Guards not on duty hurried to their workstations. All across the base, lights came to life, chasing away the night.
Handing off his clipboard to one of his men, McMasters began to run. He had no doubt whatsoever as to who was here. When he murdered Maria Vega, he had pissed off the one man in the world he shouldn�t have. It was now a race to find Jackson before he found him.

�I think we�ve been discovered,� said Jackson to Grace as the alarm blared from a nearby speaker on top of one of the buildings.
�Sounds that way, doesn�t it?� replied Grace. �No point hiding in here anymore. We might as well try to blend in with everyone else and hide in plain sight.�
�Agreed,� said Jackson as he stood up and reached for the door. However, before he could open it, Midori drew a knife from her belt, reached over, pulled the door open, and bolted outside.
Before any of the guards could pull their rifles from their shoulders, Midori was among them. With lightning-fast reflexes, she slashed and cut at the stunned men with her razor-sharp blade. It seconds it was over; all three men lay on the ground, dead.
�Jesus,� muttered Jackson as he watched Midori wipe her victims� blood on her sleeve. He had never seen anyone kill with such clinical efficiency. Jackson walked over and dragged the bodies into the shadows, hoping that they wouldn�t be noticed for at least a few minutes. He bent down, picked up one of the dead men�s assault rifles, and nonchalantly slung it over his shoulder. Grace and Midori did the same. To complete their disguise, they put the guards� black plastic safety hats on their heads.
�This way,� said Jackson, pointing to an open door near the underground base�s massive blast doors.

Deep inside the complex, Mitchell heard the alarm spring to life. He turned his head and looked over at his friends, all of whom were smiling.
�Game on,� announced Mitchell, knowing that Jackson was about to tear a path of destruction to free his friends.
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The Bunker
With a flick of a switch in the control room, the annoying alarm blaring throughout the installation went silent.
Houston was relieved that the infernal racket had ceased. He put a pen he had been absentmindedly toying with down on his desk and looked up at his nephew. Two men stood guard over Owen. �I take it you spoke with Mitchell and then went to find what you were looking for?�
Barely able to control his temper, Owen said, �You�re damned straight I did. How could you do this to me? You�re the godfather to my children. Do you have one ounce of decency left in you?�
�Owen, please believe me, I always meant for your children to receive the vaccine before anyone else.�
�My God, listen to yourself. You�ve thought about my children, but killing me along with billions of other people means absolutely nothing to you. It�s just a number to help you stay richer than anyone has the right to be. I thought you were a good man, a kind man who cared about his family. However, it�s not true, none of it. You�ve been playing us all for fools. You�re nothing more than a cold-blooded, mass murderer.�
�I�m sorry you feel that way,� said Houston. �But everything I�ve done is for the good of the planet.�
�Bullshit! Perhaps at one time this was about saving humanity. However, the instant you schemed to place the blame on me and steal half of your fellow conspirators� companies, this became about greed and nothing more. You can delude yourself into believing that you�re doing this for the world, but I know you�re doing this for you and you alone. �
�Owen, it didn�t have to end this way,� replied Houston, looking into the enraged eyes of his nephew. �Take him and place him with the others in the briefing room,� said Houston to one of the two guards in his room.
�Come on,� said the guard to Owen.
As he stood, Owen looked one last time into his uncle�s eyes. If there had once been feelings there, they were long gone. The man�s heart was as cold as ice.
A phone rang. Houston picked it up. Instantly, his face contorted in anger and rage. �Why the hell wasn�t I told earlier?� he yelled into the phone. �Goddammit, don�t you realize that this changes everything?�
Houston slammed the phone down hard and shouted angrily at the guard to remove Owen from his office. After ordering the other guard to leave the room as well, Houston picked up a Motorola from a side desk and spoke into it.
A second later, McMasters answered the call.
Houston said, �Whatever you�re doing, drop it. My contact in the Pentagon has just informed me that two UAVs have already crossed into Albanian airspace and are on their way here. I want you back over by the vehicles ASAP. I want to leave before those UAVs get here.�
�Sir, we�ve got possible intruders inside the base,� replied McMasters.
�I don�t care. Hand over the search for the trespassers to one of your subordinates,� said Houston testily. �If we�re not out of here in thirty minutes, we�re all going to die.�
�Right sir, I�m on my way to the vehicles.�

With their heads down, Jackson, Grace, and Midori stepped through the open side door and onto the main hangar floor. A camera above the door began to flash as if it were experiencing some kind of technical problem. A second later, several armed men ran past them and out into the dark. The entire installation seemed to be alive with activity.
Thankfully, they think we�re still outside, thought Jackson as he looked over at a line of brand-new, up-armored Hummers and trucks lined up, facing away from the blast doors. A small cordon of well-armed guards stood watch over the vehicles. Jackson figured that his friends were most likely being held in a cell below ground. He was about to try and find a stairwell when a man from behind bumped into him hard, making him stagger on his feet.
Jackson�s heart skipped a beat when he saw it was McMasters.
�Out of my way,� McMasters said to Jackson as he pushed past him.
Jackson fought the urge to reach out and snap the man�s neck with his bare hands. It may have been satisfying, but it would have ended his mission and his life right then and there. Instead, he kept his head down and continued walking towards the nearest stairs leading below ground. He forced himself to avoid making eye contact with the people scurrying about the installation as he headed straight for the stairs. He was more than a little surprised when he saw Owen being escorted at gunpoint, out of the corner of his eye.
An idea flashed into his mind. �Stay close,� said Jackson over his shoulder to Grace and Midori.
Striding towards Owen and his guard, Jackson stepped into the man with his shoulder, bowling him over.
�I�m sorry,� said Jackson as he reached down and helped the stunned guard to his feet. Deftly, he pulled his pistol from a pocket and jammed it hard into the man�s ribs.
�Do as I say and I won�t kill you,� whispered Jackson. �Now hand your rifle to the young woman behind me.�
Midori smiled, reached over, and took the stunned guard�s weapon.
�Mister Jackson, is that you?� said Owen with an incredulous look on his face.
�Shh!� said Grace as she took Owen by the arm to make it look as if he were still under escort.
�Do you know where Ryan and the others are being held?� Jackson asked Owen.
�Yes, a couple of floors below this one,� replied Owen. �I can take you there.�
�Good, lead on,� said Jackson.
With his pistol barrel, Jackson prodded his prisoner. �Remember, if you so much as look the wrong way, you�re a dead man.�
The guard, a scared-looking redheaded man, nodded his head and followed Grace and Owen as they walked towards the stairs. In the back, Midori slipped her rifle off her shoulder and made sure that the safety was off.

�At least I can hear myself think again,� proclaimed Jen as she paced the cell.
�Jen, please take a seat, you�re wearing me out with all of your pacing,� said Mitchell.
�You�re as bad as your friends,� responded Jen. �I don�t know how you can all stay so calm.�
�Pacing won�t change a thing.�
Yuri�s stomach growled loudly. �I wonder if they�re going to feed us breakfast before they kill us.�
�Yeah, I could also use a bite to eat,� added Cardinal.
Jen shook her head. �Who can think of food at a time like this?�
�Gord�s always thinking with his stomach,� said Sam.
Mitchell stood and took Jen�s hands in his. �Jen, there�s nothing we can do right now. We have to wait until Nate gets here.�
�Do you really think he�s here?�
�They didn�t set off the alarm for nothing.�
A moment later, they heard footsteps, a brief struggle, and then a loud smack. The unconscious body of a guard fell in front of the cell.
Jen and Mitchell stepped back.
�Did anyone order room service?� asked Jackson as he turned the corner with a guard holding a set of keys in his hand.
�You�re late,� said Mitchell, grinning at his friend.
�Sorry, I got a little waylaid,� replied Jackson. With a sharp jab in the guard�s back, Jackson said, �Open the door.�
The guard, his hands shaking, fumbled with the keys.
�Give me those,� snapped Sam as she jumped out of her seat. Snatching the keys from the man�s hands, she inserted one into the lock. A moment later, the door swung open.
�Nighty-night,� said Jackson to his prisoner as he smashed the man�s head into the bars, knocking him out cold.
Sam, Cardinal, and Yuri rushed out to thank Jackson while Mitchell took Jen by the hand and led her out of the cell.
Mitchell stepped over the body of the guard and saw Grace, Midori, and Owen standing in the hallway. �I see you brought the cavalry with you.�
�Yeah, it�s the best I could do on short notice,� replied Jackson, as he dragged the body of the unconscious guard into the cell.
Cardinal grabbed the other man, did the same, and then closed the door behind him, locking the guards in.
Mitchell glanced down at his watch and said, �According to my calculations, we still have a couple of hours to stop Houston.�
�Plenty of time to stop him from leaving with the anthrax,� added Cardinal.
�I�m sorry, but you may only have about twenty minutes,� corrected Owen.
�What?� blurted out Grace.
�McMasters has been overseeing the loading of some vehicles for the past couple of hours. I saw boxes containing the anthrax loaded into the back of an armored truck and a semi-trailer. When I was escorted out of my uncle�s office, I overheard him telling McMasters to be ready to leave in under thirty minutes, and that was nearly ten minutes ago.�
�Jesus, Owen, when were you planning on telling us?� rebuked Jackson.
�I�m sorry, with everything happening all at once it just hit me what my uncle meant.�
Mitchell picked up a rifle from the ground, checked that it had a round in the chamber, and looked over at his friends. �Folks, we haven�t a second to spare. We�ve got to stop Houston from leaving with the anthrax. Everything else is secondary.�
His friends didn�t need to be told that he was asking them to risk everything, including their lives, to prevent a global catastrophe.
Jackson clenched his assault rifle in his hands. With a grin on his face, he said, �Come on, Captain, we�ve got a convoy to stop.�
Mitchell turned his head to look at Jen and Owen. �Stay close behind Yuri. When the shooting starts, I want you both to find a way out and get as far away from here as you can. You have to contact General O�Reilly and let him know what�s going on.�
Jen opened her mouth to say something, but the resolute look in Mitchell�s eyes made her stop. She nodded her head, knowing that there was nothing she could say that would make him change his mind.
With a determined look on his face, Mitchell said, �Okay, let�s do this.�
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The Situation Room
Looking like a pair of medieval dragons, the Predator UAVs flew between a pair of snow-covered peaks. Flying side by side, they dipped down until they were barely meters above the trees covering a long valley as they raced towards their objective. Flying at three hundred kilometers an hour, the UAVs were identically armed with two thermobaric bombs and two laser-guided bombs. Although only one Predator was required, the second was a backup in case the other had to turn back or failed to eradicate the base and every living thing inside of it.

President Kempt, flanked by his National Security Council, sat anxiously in the Situation Room and watched the live feed from the UAVs. Although his administration had continued the previous president�s use of UAVs to strike at terrorists around the globe, this was the first time that he had personally authorized the death of another human being. He was numb inside. He kept telling himself that he had a job to do.
�Time to target?� asked Kempt.
�Just under eighteen minutes, sir,� replied Anne Hook.
�What�s your plan of attack?�
�Sir, we�ll go in with one Predator while the other stays back out of sight. If the first one fails to penetrate the blast doors, we�ll bring in the second one,� explained Hook.
Patterson said, �There�s no way in hell the blast doors will be able to survive a strike by four Paveway bombs. The instant the doors are gone, we�ll guide in the thermobaric bombs.�
Kempt turned his head and looked up at the live feed coming from the unarmed UAV still circling the base. The blast doors had closed a couple of minutes ago. Only several small side doors remained open. He could see people moving about outside, oblivious to their impending doom; their bodies looked like bright white ghosts through the UAV�s thermal camera.
Leonard put down a phone on the desk and looked over at Kempt. �Sir, that was the Albanian Ambassador on the line. He asked me to pass on that President Sava is very upset that he was not briefed earlier about the pending strike on Albanian territory. However, he is very appreciative for the three hundred million dollars you provided his nation in foreign aid.�
�I thought he�d be grateful,� replied Kempt.
�The ambassador also passed on that Albanian military units in the region have been placed on high alert. They will establish a massive army presence around the airfield and await the arrival of our Special Forces chemical warfare team.�
Patterson said, �Sir, the team is already on its way to Albania from Germany and should be there within the hour.�
�Very good,� acknowledged Kempt as he looked over at the clock on the wall. Time seemed to be passing so slowly. All he wanted was for the strike to be over, so he could put this all behind him and get on with the business of running the country. His gut, however, told him it was going to be a long time before things ever got back to normal.
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The Bunker
Mitchell gently pushed open the stairway door and peered out onto the main hangar floor. He clenched his jaw when he spotted McMasters giving orders to a group of armed guards standing near the armored-vehicle convoy. A quick glance at his watch told him they had about fifteen minutes to stop Houston from leaving with the anthrax.
�What�s going on?� asked Jackson.
�I can see McMasters and a bunch of his goons standing around the vehicles,� whispered Mitchell over his shoulder.
�Houston?�
Mitchell shook his head and closed the door. Looking down at his ragtag group crouched on the stairwell, he knew that they didn�t stand a chance against the dozens of armed guards in the hangar.
They needed a diversion.
With a smile on his face, Mitchell said, �Nate, can you drive a forklift?�
�Sure, why not? It can�t be that difficult.�
A minute later, Jackson opened the door. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and then, acting as if he belonged there, he walked over to the far side of the hangar where several rows of stacked boxes stood. Parked alongside the boxes was a forklift. He took a quick look around to make sure no one was watching him and climbed onto the forklift. He switched it on and shifted it into reverse. Carefully applying power, Jackson backed up the machine and changed gears. He was about to head in the direction of several forty-five-gallon drums filled with fuel when a man with a clipboard in his hands shouted at him to stop. With an angry look on his face, the man ran over to the forklift. �Hey, who the hell told you to move my forklift?�
�McMasters did,� replied Jackson, hoping that the man would fall for the lie.
�How come I wasn�t told?�
Jackson shrugged his shoulders. �I dunno. Wanna get out of my way so I can get to work?�
The man took a step back, stopped and looked suspiciously over at Jackson for a couple of seconds. �I don�t know you. Just who the hell are you?�
A couple of nearby guards heard the man getting angry. They turned their heads and looked over at the forklift.
Jackson knew that his cover was blown. He swiftly turned the machine in McMasters� direction, jammed his rifle onto the accelerator, and jumped.
�Stop him!� yelled the man, pointing at Jackson.

�Christ, Nate�s in trouble!� said Mitchell. In a flash, he threw open the door to the stairs and sprinted for a nearby parked BMW. Like a baseball player stealing home base, he slid to a halt behind the car. He pulled his rifle from his back, laid his weapons� sights on a couple of guards running towards Jackson, and cut them down.
Behind him, Grace and Midori dashed out of the stairwell and dropped down behind a long metal crate. They brought their FN F2000 assault rifles to their shoulders, took aim at the nearest group of guards, and opened fire.
Gunfire erupted through the hangar.
�Damn it all to hell,� said Cardinal, wishing that he had a weapon with him. He edged to the open door and peered outside just as Grace opened fire on a man trying to sneak his way around a parked black Mercedes SUV.
Sam moved up behind him. �Gord, we need to get our hands on some weapons and fast if we�re going to get into this fight.�
�Easier said than done,� replied Cardinal as he quickly pulled his head back inside. A split second later, bullets tore into the concrete wall, showering everyone still on the stairs with plaster and dust.
Yuri turned around, looked sorrowfully at Jen, and shook his head.
The meaning was clear; the way out was blocked.
�We can�t get out that way,� said Jen to Owen as she listened to the sound of automatic gunfire reverberating down the stairwell. Jen turned around, grabbed him by the hand, and pulled him with her down the stairs. As soon as they reached the next floor, Jen opened the door and poked her head out. Thankfully, no one was there.
�Come on,� she said.
�Where are we going?� asked Owen fearfully.
�We�ve got to find another way out of here.�
With that, she started to run down the long hallway, praying that it came out somewhere where they could get out of the installation before time ran out and they died along with everyone else.

With a yell on Jackson�s lips, he smashed headlong into the man who had blown his cover, sending him flying to the ground. �Sorry,� said Jackson as he gave the man a swift kick in the ribs for good measure.
Suddenly, the world around him exploded with gunfire as his compatriots traded shots with McMasters� men. Just in front of him, a couple of guards dropped to the floor in a bloody heap. Without stopping, Jackson ran past the dead men, scooping up one of the men�s rifles. He dove behind a parked truck just as a blast of automatic fire tore into the side of the military-style, ten-ton truck.
Jackson rolled over on his side behind one of the truck�s massive tires and checked that the assault rifle in his hands was loaded before poking his head out from behind the tire. He could see men scurrying to and fro around the convoy of armored vehicles. He cursed when he couldn�t see McMasters anywhere. Jackson was about to take aim at a couple of guards firing at Mitchell when he saw his forklift collide into the row of boxes they had been using for cover, sending them scurrying out of the way. With a satisfied grin on his face, he fired at one of the men, sending him dropping to the ground, clutching his shoulder in pain.

Mitchell knew that his weapon�s magazine only held thirty rounds. After firing off a couple of shots at a guard using an oil drum for cover, he wasn�t sure how many bullets he had left. He ducked down and ejected the magazine. Mitchell swore when he saw that he had less than half of his rounds remaining. It was nowhere near enough against the ever-growing number of guards rushing from all over the base to join in the fight. He glanced over his shoulder at Grace and Midori. His heart jumped when he saw Midori stagger back and fall to the ground with a bloody hole shot into her chest.
�Sam, we need you,� called out Mitchell.
A second later, both Sam and Cardinal ran out of the door straight to Grace�s side. Cardinal picked up Midori�s weapon and joined the fight while Sam quickly checked out her wound. She bit her lip when she saw that one of the bullets had gone straight through Midori�s left lung, collapsing it, while the other had probably grazed her heart.
With a crimson-red froth of blood on her lips, Midori struggled to breathe. Sam knew there was nothing she could do for her. She slid her hand behind Midori�s head and gently laid her down on the cold concrete floor. With a shudder that ran down her body, Midori died.
Grace turned her head for a moment and saw the lifeless eyes of her friend staring up at her. With a scream on her lips, she turned her anger and rage on the men who had killed Midori. Moving from man to man, she fired her rifle, trying to exact bloody revenge.
Mitchell felt for Grace; however, he knew that they would soon be overrun if they didn�t do something fast. He looked over at Jackson and whistled loudly to get his friend�s attention.
Jackson heard the whistle and turned to see Mitchell waving at him.
�What?� mouthed Jackson, knowing he would never be heard over the din of battle.
�Get us a ride,� replied Mitchell.
Jackson didn�t catch what Mitchell was trying to say to him and shrugged his shoulders in response. A second later, Mitchell mimed driving a car�s steering wheel. Jackson nodded his understanding, turned around and looked for a suitable ride.
�Yeah, that�ll do,� Jackson said to himself when he spotted an up-armored Hummer sitting no more than fifty meters away. Suddenly, bullets struck the ground near Jackson�s head, forcing him to duck back behind cover. With his heart racing in his chest, he realized that it was going to be near impossible to run fifty meters to the Hummer without being shot.
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The Bunker
Houston stood, staring intently, as the deadly struggle for survival played out on the screen on his wall. How Mitchell had escaped was unimportant; that he and all his accomplices were killed was. A voice came through his Motorola. Houston turned around, picked it up, and answered it.
It was McMasters. �Sir, we need to leave.�
�What about Mitchell and his people?�
�Screw them. The guards have them pinned where they are. They�ll all die when the UAV strike hits.�
Houston hesitated for a moment. �All right then, load up your men and head to the south exit. I�ll take a cart and meet you there in three minutes.�
�Very good, sir,� replied McMasters, ending the call.
Houston picked up his Stetson from his desk and set it on his head. With a grin, he looked up at the screen. He could clearly see Mitchell trading fire with some of his men. �See you in hell, Mitchell,� said Houston as he switched off the screen and walked out of his office, never to return.

�Slow down,� said Owen to Jen in between breaths. Perspiration covered his face. He may have been a slender man, but he wasn�t half as fit as Jen was.
�We�ve got minutes to live,� said Jen, sternly. �Keep up. You can rest when we�re out of here.�
Suddenly, a door in front of them opened and a broad-shouldered man stepped out. Jen saw that he was a guard with his weapon slung over his shoulder. Before he could react, Jen launched herself straight at him.
After nearly being kidnapped off the street in broad daylight, Jen had taken Israeli Krav Maga lessons to learn how to protect herself. She launched a closed fist at the man�s face. Instinctively, he brought a hand up to block her attack, leaving his mid-section and groin open. In a flash, she brought her right leg up and with all the strength she could muster, she shot it into the guard�s groin. With a gasp of pain, the guard dropped to his knees. His hands covered his injured groin. Jen stepped back slightly and with a loud yell, she brought her leg around and smashed it into the injured man�s head, knocking him unconscious.
From beginning to end, the fight had taken less than ten seconds. Jen�s heart was beating wildly in her chest. She had never fought another person in her life.
�My God, where did you learn to do that? Were you in the army?� asked Owen.
�No, I wasn�t,� said Jen, taking a couple of deep breaths to calm herself. �I learned to do that at my local YWCA. Now quit standing there and take his weapon while I look for a cell phone.�
Owen cringed as he picked up the strange-looking rifle.
�Bingo,� said Jen triumphantly as she held up a phone.
�Now what?� asked Owen.
�We keep moving. There has to be a way out of here.�
With that, Jen opened the door the guard had come through and nearly leapt for joy. At the end of the tunnel was a metal ladder bolted into the rock. The ladder went up into the ceiling and vanished from sight.
�Come on,� said Jen as she glanced down at her watch. They had three minutes left to escape. With Owen running behind her, Jen ran as fast as she could for the ladder. The only thought on her mind was survival. Nothing else mattered right now. She wanted to live.
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The Bunker
The smell of cordite hung heavy in the air.
Mitchell adjusted his position and fired off another shot, wounding a man. He knew that he only had two or three bullets left. After that, they would have to surrender or go down fighting. He looked over at Grace and Cardinal and saw that they had slowed their rate of fire as well.
The sound of the semi-trailer truck�s engine starting up roared like a lion across the cavernous hangar floor.
Mitchell swore when he saw the lead Hummer begin to slowly drive away. McMasters was leaving. In frustration, Mitchell took a shot at the lead vehicle. The bullet bounced harmlessly off the bulletproof glass.
Yuri burst from the safety of the stairwell, slid down beside Mitchell and pointed to his watch. �Ryan, unless you do something we�re all going to die.�
�I�m open to suggestions.�
�The fuel, it�s aviation fuel, shoot the fuel drums and start a fire,� said Yuri, pointing over at a row of forty-five-gallon drums.
With his remaining three rounds, Mitchell fired one round per drum. In seconds, the fuel, like a river, began to surge across the floor.
Yuri rolled on his back and reached into his pockets until he found his lighter. He turned around and saw a wrench lying on the floor. Inching over, he grabbed it and quickly wrapped a piece of his shirt around the wrench. Yuri carefully lit the fabric, got up on one knee, and with a yell, he hurled the flaming wrench towards the fuel drums.
It fell short.
Both Mitchell and Yuri swore.
Out of the corner of his eye, Mitchell saw Cardinal throw his rifle to the ground in anger. Only Grace had any ammunition left, and she was nearly out.
A couple of autos over, Jackson popped his head out and watched as the last of the up-armored vehicles turned down a side tunnel and disappeared from sight. He gritted his teeth in anger. McMasters was getting away, and they were all pinned down with no hope of stopping him.
Jackson�s hoped-for miracle came in the form of a river of highly flammable fuel. Yuri�s attempt to set the fuel on fire had fallen short, but the gas soon washed over the burning wrench, instantly bursting into flames. The flames raced back towards the row of fuel drums, triggering a massive explosion. Like so many rockets, the fuel drums exploded and flew up into the air, raining burning fuel down onto the ground. Those guards unlucky enough to be near the fuel were drenched in flames. With the fire spreading, the guards panicked and stampeded to get away from the hellish inferno.
Jackson tossed his rifle over to Mitchell, got up onto his feet, and sprinted for the parked Hummer.
Mitchell grabbed the weapon out of the air, tucked it in tight into his shoulder, and dropped anyone foolish enough to try to stop Jackson.
Jumping into the driver�s seat of the Hummer, Jackson turned it on, shifted it into reverse, and jammed his foot down on the gas pedal. With a loud squeal from the vehicle�s tires, Jackson drove the Hummer straight back, coming to a sudden stop in front of the car Mitchell was using for cover.
�Get in,� yelled Mitchell to Yuri. He looked over at Grace, Sam, and Cardinal and told them to run.
Grace fired off her last bullet and dropped her rifle. She didn�t bother to crouch down as she ran for her life.
Mitchell watched as his friends piled into the back of Hummer. Turning his head, he looked back towards the stairwell, expecting to see Jen and Owen.
Yuri said, �Pretty lady took man to find another way out.�
Mitchell hesitated. He couldn�t leave, not without Jen.
�Ryan, we have to go,� called out Jackson.
Mitchell jumped in, angrily slamming the door shut.
Jackson changed gears and, with his foot all the way down on the accelerator, took off after McMasters.
�Where are we going?� asked Sam from the backseat.
�McMasters and his goons went this way,� pointed out Jackson, as he drove through a thick cloud of black smoke and turned down a long, dimly lit tunnel. In the far distance, he could see the taillights from one of the Hummers.
�How much time have we got left?� asked Grace.
�I don�t know, a couple of minutes, maybe,� replied Mitchell as he glanced down at his watch.

McMasters, riding in the armored truck containing the weaponized anthrax, dug out a remote and pressed a small red button. A couple of seconds later, two steel blast doors opened at the end of the tunnel, and the convoy raced out into the open and turned onto a narrow trail at the back of the mountain. In the distance, the sky was turning gray on the horizon. The convoy paused for a moment to let David Houston get into his SUV. With the architect of the coming global genocide aboard, the convoy quickly picked up speed. They wanted to put as much distance as they could between themselves and the base before the UAVs struck it in the next couple of minutes, obliterating everything and everyone trapped inside.

�Speed up!� Mitchell yelled at Jackson. �The doors are closing!�
�I�m already doing eighty.�
�Do ninety!� screamed Sam.
Up ahead, the doors were slowly moving towards one another.
Mitchell could see the light from outside begin to fade as the doors swung inwards. With his hands on the dash to brace himself, Mitchell knew it was going to be close, too close for comfort.

Jen put her back onto the closed hatch above her head and pushed hard. To have come this far and be trapped made her want to cry. She was scared and nearing exhaustion.
�Move over and let me help,� said Owen as he climbed up the ladder.
There was barely enough room for both of them in the narrow passage.
�On three,� said Jen.
Together they counted down. With their shoulders on the hatch, they both pushed as hard as they could. For a moment, it didn�t budge. With a loud creak, the hatch moved a little and then flew wide open. Cool, refreshing air rushed down from the outside.
�Come on,� said Jen as she scrambled up and out of the tunnel and out into a thickly wooded forest. Dew covered the ground. She took a quick look around to make sure they were alone, turned around, and helped Owen climb out.
By the gray light of dawn, Jen could see that they had come out near the top of the mountain that housed the installation. She was about to look for a trail that led off the mountain when she heard a strange sound. Jen lifted her head up and looked up into the sky. At first, it was hard to see what was making the noise. A couple of seconds later, she saw an odd-looking plane suddenly pop up at the far end of the valley. She was about to point it out to Owen when she saw two objects fly out from under the wings of the plane. She wasn�t sure what she was seeing, but her gut told her something bad was about to happen.
�Down!� yelled Jen as she grabbed Owen and pulled him to the wet ground.

With an ear-shattering explosion, the two Paveway bombs, guided in by a laser on the Predator, struck the closed blast doors and tore them off their hinges. Anyone within one hundred meters of the doors was either killed in the blast or by the thousands of pieces of jagged metal that tore through the air. Precisely three seconds later, two thermobaric bombs flew in through the opening and exploded deep inside the complex. The air inside the base instantly superheated to over five thousand degrees, incinerating everything in its path. The blast wave, like a demonic creature let loose on the world, surged through the tunnels. Outside, the row of executive jets exploded one by one, as the blistering heat from the explosion ignited the planes� fuel tanks.

Mitchell heard and then felt the shock wave shake the Hummer as if it were a child�s toy. He glanced up at the rearview mirror. His eyes instantly widened as a wall of flame suddenly appeared behind them and raced down the tunnel.
�Nate, speed up or we�re all dead,� said Mitchell.
�I see it,� replied Jackson through clenched teeth.
The doors up ahead were already halfway closed.
With a loud yell, Jackson aimed their vehicle at the ever-diminishing opening.
Less than a second later, Jackson�s Hummer struck the doors. The loud shrieking sound of metal being torn off the side of the vehicle filled the cab as it forced its way outside.
Without taking his foot off the gas, Jackson drove out into the forest. Behind him the flames, as if sensing that the Hummer was about to get away, reached out to try to stop it, but quickly retreated as the doors closed.
�Ease up Nate, we�re safe,� said Mitchell.
A couple of seconds later, Jackson brought the Hummer to a sliding halt.
Mitchell opened his door, stepped outside and looked back. From the front of the base, a huge black pall of smoke climbed up high into the air.
Overhead, a UAV flew over the top of the trees like some kind of massive bird of prey; its shadow raced along the ground.
Mitchell felt an ache in his heart. If Jen had been inside the base when the bombs struck, he knew that she�d be dead.
Jackson walked over to his friend and placed a hand on his shoulder. �She�s not in there.�
�How can you be so sure?�
�What�s your gut telling you?�
Mitchell looked at this friend. �That she�s okay.�
�Ryan, Jen�s smart and resourceful,� said Jackson. �She�ll be fine until we link up with her again.�
With a nod, Mitchell turned to look at their battered Hummer. �We�ll never stop Houston with this hunk of junk.�
�I think I can get us some better wheels and maybe some guns,� said Grace, poking her head out the door.
�From where?� asked Jackson.
�From some drunken soldiers, that�s where,� responded Grace. �Now, jump in and drive.�
�What drunken soldiers?� asked Mitchell.
�It�s a long story,� replied Jackson as he got back into his seat. �I�ll tell you as I drive.�

With her heart still beating in her ears, Jen poked her head up and saw an ominous black cloud rise up over the top of the mountain. The ground under her body still rocked as secondary explosions tore what was left of the base apart. She couldn�t believe that she was still alive. She carefully got up onto her feet and helped Owen up. He was covered in mud.
�My God, do you think anyone is alive down there?� said Owen.
�No,� replied Jen somberly. �That was the point, wasn�t it? Your uncle didn�t want any survivors, did he?�
�No,� replied Owen, shaking his head.
Jen looked over at the sun as it slowly edged over the mountains. Somehow, deep in her soul, she knew that her friends hadn�t met their deaths in the fiery hell below. It wasn�t over, not by a long shot. Jen took the stolen cell phone from her pocket and looked down. She smiled when she saw that the phone had a strong signal.
�Now what are we going to do?� said Owen.
�First, I�m going to make a call, and then we're going to hike out of here. I suspect that every cop in this part of the country is on his way here. They need to know that your uncle planned all of this and that he�s probably on the run.�

46

Mountain Road
With a pounding in his head that would not go away, Corporal Aleksi stood up and stared in disbelief at the black cloud of smoke hanging over the mountain. Through the haze in his mind, he knew that something terrible had just happened.
�Corporal, what the hell just happened?� asked one of Aleksi�s men as he staggered out of the narrow wooden building they called home.
�I don�t know, but you�d better get everyone up and then get rid of the women. Also, you�d best hide the booze before the sergeant comes sniffing around.�
�Will do,� said the man as he staggered back to the barracks to wake everyone up.
Aleksi could feel his stomach churning. He fought the urge to be sick.
A damaged-looking black Hummer burst from a trail and sped towards Aleksi. It came to a sudden stop right in front of him, spraying him with mud. Before he could open his mouth, a redheaded woman jumped from the back and ran towards the barracks.
A second later, he found his voice. �Hey, what are you doing?� Aleksi shouted at the woman.
She ignored him and dashed inside the barracks.
A moment later, a shot rang out, startling Aleksi. It was quickly followed by all of his men pushed out of the building at gunpoint. Some were dressed, while others only had their underwear on.
Aleksi reached for his pistol. It was a dumb move. His world instantly closed in on itself as he tumbled to the ground, knocked out cold.
�Good one,� Mitchell said to Jackson, who stood there holding a wrench in his hands.
�I aim to please.�
Mitchell bent down and helped himself to Aleksi�s pistol. He jammed it into his belt and walked over beside Grace. He grinned as the women Grace had hired to keep the soldiers busy quickly disarmed them and tied them up.
Cardinal collected the weapons and said, �Okay, we�ve got eight AKMs and four 9mm automatics.�
�Ammo?� asked Mitchell.
�Plenty, and I found two fully charged radios as well.�
�Give me one and you take the other. Distribute the weapons and then see if you and Yuri can�t get a couple of their Land Rovers up and running. If there�s one with a machine gun on it, make sure that we take that one.�
�What are you thinking?� Jackson asked.
�You, Grace, and I will take one of the Rovers and see if we can catch up with Houston while Yuri, Sam, and Cardinal act as backup.�
�Sounds like a plan.�
Two minutes later, with everyone on board, Mitchell�s Rover pulled away from the barracks, followed by Cardinal. The despondent soldiers sat in the cold, wet mud, not sure what was going on, but more than anything else, dreading the arrival of their grizzled, old sergeant. There would be hell to pay, and they knew it.
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The Convoy
Houston sat tight-lipped in the back of his Mercedes SUV. He could see in the driver�s rearview mirror a tall, black, mushroom cloud rising up into the early-morning sky, blocking out the sun. The first part of the plan had gone practically flawlessly. Mitchell�s foolhardy attempt to escape had ended when he and his compatriots undoubtedly died in the inferno consuming the base.
His SUV followed the two lead Hummers as they wound their way along the narrow mountain road. Behind his vehicle was McMasters inside the armored truck, followed closely by the semi-trailer and two more Hummers packed with men loyal to the cause. Just across the border in Montenegro, an Ilyushin Il-76 cargo plane and two Learjets waited for them on a private runway.
�Sir, McMasters would like to talk to you,� said Sophie as she handed Houston a small tablet.
McMasters� image filled the screen. �What�s on your mind?� asked Houston.
�Sir, I just spoke with our man in Montenegro, and he said that the planes are fueled up and ready for our arrival.�
�Any chance of interference from the Albanian authorities?�
�None. The path is wide open. The necessary bribes have secured us safe passage all the way to Montenegro,� reported McMasters.
Houston smiled. �You�ve done well.�
�Thank you, sir,� replied McMasters, ending the call.
On the tablet�s screen, a video-feed image from the inside the semi-trailer came up. Houston could see the reinforced containers with the anthrax inside secured to the floor. All he had to do now was have McMasters meet his women in Rome and give them each a bottle of their favorite perfume, a Christmas gift from him. Once they applied the perfume containing the anthrax onto their skin, they would be doomed, as would anyone who encountered them. The remainder of the anthrax in the semi-trailer was scheduled to be flown to Venezuela where a lab, identical to one that had just been destroyed, was waiting to receive the deadly cargo. Within a week, the second phase of his operation could commence. Three months later, two billion people would be dead.
Houston sat back in his seat and relaxed for the first time in days. There was nothing that could stop them now.

�Nate, I�d tell you to drive it like you stole it, but we already did that,� said Mitchell to Jackson as they sped around a sharp bend.
�If this is the road that they took, we�ll catch them,� replied Jackson. �They�re armored and were not. It�s only a matter of time.�
�There, there they are,� called out Grace from the back of the Rover. She leaned forward and pointed at a dark shape in the distance, just before it disappeared around a bend in the road. There was no mistaking it; it was one of the up-armored Hummers.
Mitchell grinned and told Jackson to floor it.
Like a tiger chasing after its prey, the vehicle surged ahead and began to chase down their quarry.

In the other Rover, Sam drove while Cardinal sat beside her and Yuri sat in the back.
Suddenly, Yuri blurted out, �Little lady, turn right. Turn right now!�
Sam reacted and furiously turned the wheel over. The Rover may have not looked like much, but it was in decent condition and turned on a dime. In seconds, they were speeding down a muddy trail that led into a thick forest.
�Where are we going?� yelled out Cardinal. �Ryan didn�t turn down this trail.�
�Trust me,� replied Yuri.
A few seconds later, their Rover came out into a clearing. Sitting in the middle of the field was a massive, all-gray helicopter. To Sam, it looked like a giant praying mantis. The helicopter stood on four steel legs and was over thirty meters in length with long rotor blades that drooped over the side of the craft. A huge steel claw hung under the belly of the fuselage.
�Park over there,� called out Yuri as he pointed at the helicopter. Before the vehicle stopped, Yuri leapt from the back of the jeep. He ran over to the helicopter, dashed up the stairs, pulled open a door near the cockpit and ran inside.
With a look of disbelief on his face, Cardinal stared at the helicopter. It looked positively ancient.
�What the hell is this thing?� Sam asked Cardinal.
�I don�t know. I�ve never seen one before. All I know is that it�s probably Russian and looks about fifty years old.�
The whine of the engines coming to life filled the air.
�Come on,� said Sam as she took two stairs at a time.
Cardinal ran after Sam. At the top of the stairs, he pushed them away from the helicopter.
�Mind telling us what you�re doing?� said Sam to Yuri.
�Little lady, this is a Russian chopper, I know I can fly it,� replied Yuri as he busied himself making sure that everything was working as it should in the cockpit.
Cardinal popped his head in, and said, �Yuri, what the hell is this thing?�
�It�s an old MI-10, heavy-lift helicopter,� replied Yuri. �This one looks like it has been converted for logging.�
�How did you know it was here?� said Sam.
�I saw sign on the road. Now I need Gordon by the door and little lady here,� said Yuri to Sam as he patted the co-pilot�s seat.
Cardinal shrugged his shoulders, made his way back beside the open door, and took a seat. He found a headset hanging on the wall and put it on his head.
Less than a minute later, two irate men still getting dressed ran across the field towards the helicopter.
Cardinal said, �Yuri, we�ve got company.�
�Da, please tell them we need to borrow their chopper,� replied Yuri.
�I�m going to hell one day,� said Cardinal to himself as he flicked his AK�s safety off and fired a burst into the ground right in front of the men. Shocked, both men stopped in their tracks, turned around and ran for the safety of the woods.

Jackson held the steering wheel tight in his hands as they sped around a bend doing over eighty kilometers an hour on the narrow road. The Rover�s tires squealed loudly as they fought for traction.
�Car!� yelled Mitchell as an old BMW suddenly appeared in front of them.
Jackson�s heart jumped into his throat. He frantically turned the wheel to the right, trying to avoid a head-on collision. With bare millimeters to spare, the cars sped past one another.
�That was too close,� said Mitchell.
�You�re telling me,� replied Jackson. �I didn�t think there would be any traffic on this road so early in the morning.�
�Neither did I.�
�Car!� hollered Grace, as the back end of the last Hummer seemed to appear out of nowhere.
Jackson slammed on the brakes. With a loud protesting squeal from the vehicle�s brakes, the Rover slowed, barely avoiding hitting the back of the other vehicle.
In the blink of an eye, Grace jumped up behind the machine gun mounted on the back of the Rover. She pulled back on the charging handle, feeding a bullet from the ammunition belt into the chamber. The Hummer in front of them was heavily armored. She knew that it would be pointless to fire into the body of the vehicle; instead, she took aim at its tires and pulled back on the trigger.
The unexpected sound of the machine gun firing right above their heads startled Mitchell and Jackson. Both men instinctively ducked down in their seats.
Grace knew that hitting the tires of a moving vehicle was not as easy as it looks. After a couple of seconds, Grace swore, changed targets, and fired off a long sustained burst into the rear windshield. Besides startling the men in the back of the Hummer, all Grace did was waste ammunition. The glass was far too thick for the bullets to penetrate.

�Sir, the rear vehicle reports that it�s under attack,� reported Sophie to her boss.
Houston ground his teeth in anger. He snatched up his tablet and enlarged the picture feed from a camera mounted on the back of the last Hummer. His blood instantly began to boil when he saw who it was.
�I should have let McMasters put a bullet in your head,� snarled Houston as he glared down at the image of Mitchell.
�Sir, what should I tell them to do?�
�Tell them to kill them all. I�ve had enough of these people and their foolish heroics.�
With that, Houston sat back and stared ahead. He told himself that it was only a minor inconvenience. Once Mitchell and his people were dealt with, it would be an easy fifteen-minute ride to the border. He wasn�t about to let anyone stop him from fulfilling his destiny.

�Stop it, you�re wasting ammo!� yelled Mitchell at Grace.
She lifted her finger off the trigger. The gun went silent.
�What are we gonna do?� asked Jackson.
�Wait until he turns around another bend and then ram the rear of the Hummer as hard as you can,� replied Mitchell. �Hopefully, that will force him off the road.�
Suddenly, a hatch flipped up on the Hummer. Like a jack-in-the-box, a man popped up with a submachine gun in his hands.
Mitchell went for his AK. Grace was faster and fired off a quick burst, killing him. The man�s bloodied corpse slid back inside the Hummer.
The Hummer began to take a sharp turn.
�Hang on,� yelled Jackson, as he jammed his foot down on the gas pedal.
Mitchell barely had time to grab hold of the Rover�s roll bar before Jackson slammed the front of their vehicle into the back of the Hummer. The jarring impact sent Grace tumbling back into her seat.
Up ahead, the Hummer, hit hard, swerved on the narrow road. The driver panicked and overcompensated. At first, it looked as if the Hummer might recover. However, as if in slow motion, it slid off the road. With a loud crash, it slipped over onto its side and then began to tumble end over end down the side of the mountain for several seconds before crashing into a large boulder and bursting into flames.
�One down, six more to go,� said Jackson.
Mitchell turned his head to see how Grace was, when he noticed that their other Rover wasn�t there.
�Where�s the other Rover?� said Mitchell to Grace, who looked behind her and shrugged her shoulders.
Mitchell reached for his Motorola. �Damn it Cardinal, where are you?�
A second later, he got his answer when the shadow from a massive helicopter flying high above raced past them on the road.
Mitchell looked up. With an incredulous look on his face, he keyed the mic. �Please tell me that�s you up there.�
�Yeah, Yuri couldn�t help himself,� replied Cardinal. �What do you want us to do?�
Mitchell took one quick look at the Hummer in front of them and passed on what he wanted Yuri to do. It was going to take careful timing, but he knew his friends wouldn�t let him down.

48

The Situation Room
The White House
The mood in the room slowly changed from one of jubilation to one of somber reality. The strike on Houston�s base was over, but scores of people had been killed in the fiery explosions.
�How long until we get our first bomb damage assessment?� asked the president.
�Sir, the first of our Special Forces teams will be landing in less than five minutes� time,� answered General Patterson. �After that, it may take some time until it�s safe enough for them to enter the base and conduct a proper analysis.�
�General, what I need to know right away is did we or did we not destroy the anthrax.�
�Sir, the men will have portable chemical detectors with them. If there�s anthrax in the air, they�ll know it within seconds of landing.�
�That�s good news,� said President Kempt with a nod.
A phone unexpectedly rang on the desk in front of Dan Leonard. An aide reached for the phone. Leonard shook his head and answered it. Thirty seconds later, he turned to look at Kempt with a look on his face as if he was about to be sick.
�What�s wrong, Dan?� asked Kempt, seeing the upset expression on his friend�s face.
�Sir, I�ve got Jack O�Reilly on the phone,� said Leonard. �He said that the anthrax wasn�t in the base when the UAVs struck. Houston managed to escape and took it with him.�
Kempt shot out of his seat. �How the hell does he know what happened?�
�It would appear that some of his people were there and saw what was going on. He said that they barely managed to get away with their lives.�
�Mitchell,� said Kempt, under his breath. The man seemed to be everywhere. �Dan, does O�Reilly know where Houston is now?�
�No, sir, all he knows is that Houston got away.�
Kempt clenched his fist. He could not believe that Houston had miraculously slipped away. I�ve got a leak somewhere. Someone must have warned him, thought Kempt. He silently vowed to have the CIA Director track down any traitors in his administration the instant the crisis was over.
Kempt said, �Anne, leave the unarmed UAV to keep an eye on the base and re-task the two Predators to find Houston, ASAP.�
�Sir, what are we looking for?� asked Hook.
Kempt looked over at Leonard.
�Jack said to look for a convoy of six or seven up-armored vehicles. They�re probably heading for the border with Montenegro,� replied Leonard.
Hook nodded. Her aide, a young Hispanic woman sitting directly behind her, quickly dug out a cellphone and made the call.
�Jesus,� muttered Kempt. Houston was loose with a deadly disease in his hands.
President Kempt took a deep breath and then fixed his steely gaze on Hook. �Anne, you still have one fully armed Predator, don�t you?�
�Yes, sir,� replied Hook.
�Good. The instant Houston�s convoy is spotted, I want it vectored overtop.�
Anne Hook asked Patterson, �General, will the Predator�s thermobaric bombs work as well in the open as they did inside the base?�
Patterson shook his head. �They�re better when used in confined spaces. If we used them in the open, I can�t say for sure if they would destroy the anthrax.�
Kempt jumped in. �Folks, I don�t want the UAV to engage the convoy unless it�s absolutely necessary. Things have changed. I want the anthrax captured along with Houston. There�s no way in hell he�s going to escape a second time.�
Patterson said, �Sir, I can divert one of the Special Forces teams to capture him. We have three converging on the airfield as we speak.�
�Do it,� ordered Kempt.
Hook said, �Sir, I think it would be best if the Secretary of State were to call the Montenegrin Ambassador and give him a heads-up that we are in hot pursuit of a known terrorist. We may have to cross into his country to apprehend the fugitives.�
Kempt nodded his concurrence. It was going to be a race to stop Houston, one Kempt did not intend to lose.
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�So that�s your plan?� said Jackson to Mitchell, shaking his head in disbelief.
�Nate, I�m open to suggestions,� replied Mitchell. �Unless I hear a decent suggestion in the next five seconds, we�re going with my plan.�
�I�m in,� said Grace.
�Fine,� said Jackson. �Ryan, take the wheel.�
With that, Mitchell leaned over and placed his hands on the steering wheel as Jackson and Grace scrambled past one another to trade spots in the Rover.
Mitchell spoke into his Motorola. �Okay, Gordon, we�re set, see what you can do about the Hummer in front of us.�
Above, the helicopter edged forward in the sky until it was directly above the Hummer. Leaning out the side door of the helicopter, Cardinal saw his target below. He adjusted his aim for distance and wind and slowly pulled back on the trigger. Less than a second later, a hail of bullets struck the roof of the Hummer right above the driver. Although heavily armored on the sides and the underneath of the vehicle chassis, the armor on the roof was relatively thin.
Inside the Hummer, the driver, hit several times in the neck and hands, jerked in his seat as the bullets tore into his body. Before anyone could react, the doomed man�s hands slipped off the driver�s wheel. The Hummer veered hard right, hitting a massive boulder on the side of the road. With a loud crunch, it bounced off the rock and headed for the steep cliff on the left side off the road. A second later, it was gone.
As they drove past the spot where the Hummer went over the side, Mitchell glanced down and saw it lying on its side a good three hundred meters below.

�Sir, McMasters wants to speak to you,� said Sophie, her voice tense and scared.
Taking the tablet, Houston gruffly said, �Yeah, I know we�ve got trouble. Can you send one of the lead escort vehicles back to deal with the bastards?�
�No can do,� answered McMasters. �The road is just too narrow. Perhaps you should call for backup.�
Houston gripped the tablet until his knuckles turned white. �I�ll do that. Can you at least do something about that damned helicopter?�
�Yeah, that I can.�
�Then do it!� snapped Houston.
Ten minutes ago, Houston had everything going in his favor, but now he estimated that his odds had dropped to about seventy percent. Good odds, but not good enough. He looked over at Sophie and asked her to dial his contact in the Albanian military.
A couple of moments passed before a tired-sounding voice came over the line.
�General, listen and listen closely,� hissed Houston. �I�m under attack. If I don�t make it across the border in the next ten minutes, I�ll make sure that your name gets leaked to the press, and you�ll go down for what just happened at the airfield. Got it?�
�Mister Houston, there�s no need to worry,� said the general, suddenly wide-awake. �I�ll dispatch support to your location right away.�
�Make sure that you do,� replied Houston.

Above the winding mountain road, Yuri kept the massive logging helicopter over the top of Mitchell�s Rover, in case he needed help. He was about to ask Cardinal for an update when Sam reached over and grabbed his arm.
�Look out!� yelled Sam as she pointed at the two lead Hummers.
Yuri looked out of the cockpit as men armed with submachine guns popped the roof hatches on their vehicles and stood up. In less than a second, bullets filled the air as the gunmen tried to bring down the chopper. Instantly applying power to the engines, Yuri brought the helicopter over and higher up in the sky, taking them out of range.
�You okay, little lady?� asked Yuri.
Sam nodded, thankful that Yuri had lightning-fast reflexes when he flew.
�Uh, I�m okay as well, you two,� said Cardinal in their headsets.
�Da,� said Yuri dryly. �Any damage back there?�
�To be honest, with this flying rust bucket, I�m not sure I could tell,� said Cardinal.
�Gauges all look fine to me,� said Yuri as he looked over the control panel. �We�ll be okay for now.�
Sam said, �Gord, can you take out those men?�
�Not from this range with this rusty old AK,� replied Cardinal, wishing that he had his Barrett .50 cal sniper rifle with him.
�I guess they�re on their own for now,� said Sam unhappily.
�Looks that way,� replied Cardinal.

Mitchell fired off a quick burst, shattering the camera mounted on the back of the semi-trailer. With a grin, he tapped Grace on the shoulder. �Okay, it�s time. See if you can approach from the passenger side of the semi-trailer.�
Grace nodded her head and waited for her chance to race up the side of the long trailer.
Even without a camera to see behind him, the truck driver knew that someone was back there. He began to weave back and forth on the road, trying to make it impossible for Grace to pass.
Grace backed off and smiled to herself. She moved to the right slightly and tried to see past the semi-trailer. Up ahead, she saw a straight stretch of road. Immediately, she knew what she had to do; however, it was going to take nerves of steel. Changing gears, Grace made a move to race past the semi-trailer on the driver�s side. As expected, the driver saw the move and swerved to the left, blocking the way. In a flash, she dropped behind the semi, jammed her foot down on the accelerator, changed gears, and then sped down the other side of the truck.
�Get ready, Nate,� called Mitchell over his shoulder.
A split second later, they were beside the semi-trailer�s passenger-side door.
Jackson reached over, took hold of a metal bar running beside the door and, with a prayer on his lips, he swung himself over onto the truck, his feet landing on the slender metal footstep.
Grace never slowed. She kept her foot down hard on the gas pedal. A second later, she shot out in front of the semi-trailer.
Before the guard sitting in the passenger seat knew what was happening, the door was pulled open and a hand reached inside, grabbing him by the collar. With a surprised cry, the thug was hauled from his seat and thrown from the cab.
Without bothering to see where the man landed, Jackson leapt up into the cab, slammed the door closed behind him, and quickly drew his pistol on the stunned driver. He was about to tell the driver to slow down and look for a place to pull off when the totally unexpected happened. The driver, scared out of his mind at the sight of the weapon, threw open his door and jumped.
�Jesus,� muttered Jackson as he scrambled over into the vacant seat. He slipped behind the wheel, closed the driver�s door, and looked down at the dash. He�d never driven a semi-trailer before. How hard could it be, thought Jackson. Trying to slow the speeding eighteen-wheeler, Jackson applied the brakes and tried to change the gear, only to find that he had no idea how to work a double-clutch system. The sound of grinding gears filled the cab. With the semi-trailer somewhat under his control, Jackson cringed as the gearbox loudly protested while he looked for a spot to pull off and await the authorities.
Grace pulled up close behind McMasters� armored truck, and glanced at Mitchell. �Now what?�
�I don�t know,� replied Mitchell. �I honestly hadn�t thought this far ahead.�
�Wonderful.�
�Just keep close behind the armored truck while I figure something out.�

Sam was growing impatient. She wanted to be on the ground with Mitchell trying to stop the convoy, not sitting in a helicopter safely watching the fight from afar. She leaned out from her seat trying to see what was going on down below, when out of the corner of her eye, she spotted something coming straight at them.
Suddenly, Sam screamed, �Yuri, bank hard left!�
Without asking why, Yuri pushed the helicopter�s joystick over to the left. The helicopter may have been decades old, but in Yuri�s skilled hands it acted as if it were brand new.
As if appearing out of thin air, a fully armed Predator drone flew past the helicopter, missing it by mere meters.
�That was close,� said Sam, sitting forward in her chair trying to see where the UAV had gone.
By the open door, Cardinal was swearing up a storm. For the second time in only a few minutes, he�d almost been thrown out of the helicopter by Yuri�s sudden sharp turns in the air.
Sam asked, �Gordon, can you see the UAV from back there?�
Cardinal took a deep breath to calm his racing heart, popped his head out the open door, and looked around. A second later, he spotted the UAV already a kilometer away, banking over in the sky. �Got it,� said Cardinal. �Looks like it�s coming around again.�
�Is it friendly?� asked Yuri.
�Looks like it�s a fully loaded Predator, so I�d have to say it�s American,� replied Cardinal.
�Yeah, but is it friendly?� queried Sam.
�I don�t think we�ll know until it opens fire.�
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The Situation Room
The White House
Almost eight thousand kilometers away, the image of Yuri�s massive helicopter filled the screen as the Predator popped up from behind a tall mountain and flew towards a small convoy of vehicles making its way towards the border.
�What the hell was that?� said President Kempt, looking around the room at his advisers.
�An old Russian helicopter by the looks of it,� replied Patterson.
�Is it hostile?� asked the vice president.
�Doubtful. It looks more like a transport or heavy-lift helicopter than an attack helicopter,� replied Patterson.
A moment later, the UAV�s cameras focused on the convoy.
Kempt leaned forward and studied the image. It was Houston, of that he had no doubt; however, his gut was telling him to be wary. He said to Dan Leonard, �Dan, can we share this feed with Jack O�Reilly and his people?�
Leonard looked over at a young Air Force captain, who nodded her head. It took her less than ten seconds to get the UAV�s live feed transferred on a secure line to a screen in O�Reilly�s office.
�Put me on speakerphone,� said President Kempt.
�You�re on, sir,� replied a technician.
�General O�Reilly, this is the President of the United States on the line, do you recognize my voice?�
�Loud and clear,� answered O�Reilly.
�General, I want you to take a good look at the live image being sent back to us via a UAV in the skies over Albania and tell me what you see.�
�Sir, can you have your people zoom in on the convoy and then have the camera pan around?� asked O�Reilly.
�One second,� replied Kempt, while the orders were given over the phone to the UAV operators in Bulgaria.
Kempt could hear other voices over the line besides O�Reilly�s having a short but animated discussion.
�Sir, the first four vehicles are deemed to be hostile,� said O�Reilly over the line. �The Land Rover following right behind the armored truck has one of my men in it. The woman driving the Rover is not one of mine but is probably a friendly. We believe that the semi-trailer is being driven by another one of my men and that the MI-10 helicopter flying overhead is under the control of my people.�
�Very good, General. Now that your people have caught up with David Houston, what do you believe they will attempt to do next?�
The line went quiet for a second and then O�Reilly spoke. �Sir, if Houston has the anthrax with him, they�ll go after the anthrax.�
Kempt stood up and ran a hand through his short, gray hair. �General, are you sure?�
�Positive,� replied O�Reilly firmly.
Kempt looked over at Patterson. �ETA for the Special Forces team?�
�Ten minutes.�
Kempt knew that every second counted. There was no way to judge what a man like David Houston might do. He might be crazy enough to release the anthrax into the air before anyone could stop him. The weight of the office had never seemed to weigh so heavily on his shoulders.
Kempt took a long, deep breath, set his hands on the table and looked down at the speakerphone and said, �Okay then, Jack, what can we do to help your people?�
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McMasters furiously smashed his hands on the dash and called Houston�s secretary. Why Houston couldn�t answer his own calls, especially at a time like this, galled McMasters.
Before Houston could say a word, McMasters said angrily, �The bastards have the semi-trailer in their possession and are right behind me.�
�Are you sure?� asked Houston.
�Sir, I watched them take the rig and, until Mitchell shot out my camera, I could see him right behind me.�
�What are you going to do about it?�
�What am I going to do about it? Not a lot, right now. It�s not as if we have a lot of room to maneuver on this road, do we? Also, we may have another problem. Did you see the UAV which flew over the convoy a minute ago?�
�Yes,� replied Houston tersely.
�Well, it�s a safe bet that it�s an American UAV.�
�Will they fire on us?�
�If they can get off a clean shot, yes, they will.�
Houston suggested, �Perhaps we should split up and make it harder for them to take us out.�
�No, sir, that�s the worst thing we could do right now,� replied McMasters. �As long as we have the weaponized anthrax with us, they won�t risk attacking us for fear of releasing it into the air.�
�Okay then, what do you recommend we do?�
�It�s obvious that they know you�re behind all of this. There�s only one thing you can do. Tell them to back off, or we�ll release the anthrax.�
�I will,� replied Houston, realizing that his plan was now in tatters. If he could make it to Venezuela, at least he would be beyond the reach of the U.S. authorities.
Houston said, �Keep Mitchell behind you while I make the call.�

Vice President Grant felt his phone buzz in his jacket. Taking it out, his eyes widened when he saw who was calling him. He snapped his fingers in the air to get everyone�s attention in the room. A second later, Grant answered the call.
�Good evening, Dave, or is it already morning in D.C.?� asked Houston.
�It�s the morning, Mister Houston,� replied Grant without hiding his disdain for his former friend.
�There�s no need to be so hostile, Dave. We�ve been friends for years. I would hate for our friendship to end over this misunderstanding.�
�Misunderstanding?� snapped Grant. �Mister, you�ve got one hell of a lot of explaining to do.�
�Dave, let�s not waste any more time chatting. I know you know what I�m up to. If you had played your cards right, you could have been a part of this.�
�Sorry to disappoint you, but I�m not a traitorous SOB like you.�
�Another aging boy scout,� said Houston contemptuously.
Grant fought to control his volcanic temper. �What do you want, Houston?�
�Call off your cavalry and give me your word that you won�t try to stop me. I have a plane waiting for me in Montenegro, and I intend to get on it. You will let it take off and make no attempt to force it to land at a U.S. military base in Europe or on U.S. soil. If you do this, everything will be okay. If you don�t back off or try to stop me in any way, I�ll order the anthrax to be released into the air. There�s a nice southeasterly breeze coming off the Adriatic today. If I were to release the anthrax, in a matter of hours most of Albania would be infected. By the end of the day, millions of people in Macedonia and Greece will be affected as well. Do you honestly want that to happen? Now, do the right thing, Dave. I�ll give you one minute to call off your dogs.�
Grant wanted to crawl into his phone and strangle the life out of Houston. �Hold on,� said Grant, putting his hand over his phone.
�What does he want?� asked Kempt.
�We have one minute to back off and let him go, or he�ll release the anthrax,� answered Grant.
�He�s going to release it anyway,� said Leonard.
�We don�t know that as an absolute certainty,� countered Hook. �This all could be about blackmail, not genocide.�
Grant looked over at Kempt.
Kempt pursed his lips and let out a resigned sigh. �Order the UAV to back off and keep the Special Forces team out of sight for now. Until we can come up with something 100�% foolproof, he�s got us by the balls.�
Hook hurried to give the order for the UAV to be redirected away from the convoy.
Grant took his hand off the phone. �Okay, Houston, you win. The UAV is being redirected away from you.�
�I never said I wanted it to leave,� said Houston smugly. �You must think me stupid, my old friend. I want you to use it to destroy the Land Rover and the helicopter following me. Once you�ve done that, then you can pull your UAV from the sky.�
With a snarl, Grant threw his phone against the wall, snapping it in half.
�What�s wrong?� asked President Kempt.
�I�ll tell you what�s wrong. Houston wants us to kill O�Reilly�s people,� replied Grant.
Over the speakerphone, O�Reilly pleaded, �For God�s sake, sir, you can�t do that. Those are my people in harm�s way.�
Kempt said, �General, what would you do in my shoes?�
�I�d exhaust every possibility before ordering the death of people risking their lives to help you,� replied O�Reilly.
�General, we don�t have time to whiteboard a solution. We�re running out of time.�
A new voice came over the speakerphone. It was Mike Donaldson. He said, �Sir, I have an idea. Can your people patch us through to the MI-10?�
�The what?� asked Kempt.
�The chopper, sir,� clarified Patterson.
A Hispanic Air Force major sitting behind General Patterson stood up at attention. �Sir, we can use the AWACs patrolling off the coast to cut into their comms.�
�Do it now,� said the president.

Mitchell sat in his seat looking up at the massive helicopter flying overhead. He shook his head and keyed the talk button. �Sam, are you sure that you were speaking with Mike and not some imposter trying to screw with us?�
�I�m positive,� replied Sam. �I�d know his voice anywhere. Besides, only he could come up with something as harebrained as this on a moment�s notice.�
�That�s true. Does Yuri think he can pull it off?�
�He�s never tried it before, but he seems pretty confident that he can do it.�
�What about the UAV?�
�Mike has a plan for that, too,� replied Sam. �Back off about fifty meters if you can; we�re on our way down.�
�Okay then, the ball�s in your court. Good luck,� said Mitchell.
High above, the Predator UAV banked hard right and rose straight up into the sky. Within seconds, it was lost from sight in the clouds.
As Yuri slowly brought his helicopter down, the UAV, like a hawk diving towards its prey, shot out of the clouds and raced towards its first victim.
�Target approaching from the west,� said Cardinal into his mic as he braced himself against the open door. He knew he was only going to get one shot at the UAV. If he missed, everyone�s lives would be in danger.
Yuri heard the tension in Cardinal�s voice and slowed his descent, trying to give Cardinal as stable a platform as he could to fire from.
Cardinal waited until the UAV was seconds away before aiming his weapon�s sights on the front of the Predator. He took a deep breath, held it, placed his finger on the trigger, and waited until the UAV was less than one hundred meters away. Slowly pulling back on the trigger, Cardinal felt the AK push into his shoulder as he emptied an entire thirty-round magazine into the approaching UAV. A moment later, the Predator shot over the top of the helicopter, banked to the left and then plummeted straight into the side of the mountain, exploding in a massive fireball.
�You got it!� screamed Sam into her mic.
�I�m not sure I can take all the credit for that,� said Cardinal as he ejected the empty magazine and slid a fully loaded one on his AK. �I think the UAV operator may have helped crash the Predator. Regardless, let�s hope the bad guys think that we took it out. Yuri, take her down.�
�Da, hold on,� replied Yuri.
Sam unbuckled her seat and left the cockpit.
Lying down on the cold metal floor, Cardinal brought his rifle into his shoulder and took aim at the two lead Hummers. If Yuri was going to pull off his miracle, Cardinal knew that he had to keep the guards in the lead two vehicles from firing on their helicopter. At his range, they couldn�t miss.
�Hey there,� said Sam as she knelt down beside Cardinal.
He smiled back up at her.
After kissing Cardinal on the forehead for luck, she grabbed a headset, put it on her head, and leaned her head out the open door. �Okay Yuri, you�re about three hundred meters back and about five hundred meters in the air.�
�Da, little lady,� said Yuri as he deftly brought the helicopter down over its target.

McMasters glanced out his rearview mirror at the plume of black smoke marking the destroyed UAV�s crash site and swore. He couldn�t believe Mitchell�s luck. The odds of anyone shooting down a UAV with an AK were astronomical. He was about to call Houston and ask him where their Albanian military backup was when he saw the massive helicopter descend from above and begin to edge forward towards his truck. He was speechless when he saw a giant metal claw on a thick steel cable begin to lower from the bottom of the helicopter. His blood instantly turned cold. It was coming for him.

�Well, that�s something you don�t see every day,� Mitchell said to Grace as the four-fingered claw opened right above McMasters� truck.
�That�s a first for me, too,� replied Grace.
The sound of the logging helicopter�s rotor blades cutting through the air drowned everything else out. Mitchell never heard Cardinal open up on the two Hummers as he tried to keep them from interfering.
The helicopter�s massive mechanical claw swung back and forth in the air as Yuri tried to bring it down onto the truck without being able to see his target. Sam, hanging half out of the open door, was his eyes.
Mitchell watched as the claw struck the top of McMasters� truck and then slid off the back. He barely had time to yell a warning to Grace to duck as the claw swung through the air, just missing the top of their Rover. Looking back over his shoulder, Mitchell saw the massive metal claw bounce off the top of Jackson�s semi-trailer cab. He could just imagine the blast of curses his friend was screaming at Yuri.
With a quick adjustment for speed, the helicopter maneuvered once more over the top of the armored truck and gradually lowered the claw. This time, Sam�s aim was true as all four steel fingers fell on the outside of the truck. In an instant, the claw clamped hold of its target.
A second later, Yuri applied more power to the engines; the steel line went taut as the helicopter fought to lift the truck up into the air.

�What�s going on?� asked the scared driver of the armored truck.
�We�ve been grabbed from above!� replied McMasters.
�I�ve had enough of this,� cried the driver. �I�m pulling over and getting out.�
�No, you�re not,� said McMasters as he pulled out his pistol and dispatched the driver with a shot to the head.
He could feel the truck shake as the helicopter tried to lift it up off the road. Unlike many of Houston�s men, McMasters was a devout believer in what they were doing, and he�d had enough of Mitchell and his people. He jammed his pistol in his belt, opened his door, and took a quick look at the steel claw holding his truck tight in its grasp. He smiled when he saw several hydraulic hoses leading from a metal box to the four arms on the claw. If he could cut them, the metal hand would let go. He planted his foot on his open door and hauled himself up onto the roof of his truck. The wind pushed at his body, causing him to lean forward as he made his way towards the box containing the hydraulic hoses.

Mitchell couldn�t believe his eyes when he saw McMasters on the roof of the armored truck. He quickly brought the machine gun over and fired off a burst. The rounds went high; they were too close behind the truck. He doubted Cardinal could even see, let alone take a shot at McMasters from where he was. There was only one thing he could do. Mitchell leaned over, tapped Grace on the shoulder, and told her to close in right behind the truck.
Grace nodded and gently applied her foot to the gas pedal. Within seconds, the bumper of the Rover nudged the back of the truck.
Mitchell scampered from the back of the Rover, pushed down the windshield, and made his way out onto the vehicle�s hood. Like a surfer, he balanced himself on the hood and carefully reached over for the back of the truck. His fingers had just touched the truck when it suddenly began to rise up into the air. With his heart racing in his chest, Mitchell grabbed hold and scrambled to find a place to jam his feet as the truck left the road. With the truck climbing higher by the second, Mitchell swung his right foot over and set it on the steel bumper that ran along the back of the vehicle. A second later, he was standing on the bumper, holding on for dear life as the wind took the truck and turned it over to the right.

McMasters felt the truck begin to move. Before he knew it, he was sliding along the roof. With his arms flailing, he turned and reached out for one of the metal arms, just as he slid over the side. With his hands wrapped around the claw, McMasters hung over the side of the truck trying desperately to scramble his way back onto the roof before he fell to his death.

Grace watched the truck lift off the ground and steadily climb up into the sky. There was now nothing between her and Houston. With the image of Midori lying dead in her mind and a burning desire for revenge in her heart, she reached over and grabbed an AK lying on the seat beside her. She set the AK on her lap, changed gears, and sped after Houston. Someone had to pay for Midori, and as far as Grace was concerned, Houston was the man behind her death and he was going to die no matter what.
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Mountain Road
�Yuri, you�re not going to believe it, but Ryan�s hanging off the back of the truck,� said Sam into her mic.
�Is he okay?� asked Yuri.
�Looks okay, but I think there�s someone else hanging off the side of the truck, as well.�
Suddenly, the side of the helicopter seemed to tear itself apart as dozens of holes were blasted into the fuselage.
Sam ducked inside and covered her head with her hands as the bullets flew through the air just above her and Cardinal.
A moment later, a dark-green, Albanian Air Force Bo-105 helicopter shot past. Its side door was wide open. Sam saw a door-gunner wave at them before setting both hands back onto the handle of his Russian-made PKM machine gun.
�Yuri, we�ve got company!� hollered Sam.
A split second later, Yuri banked his helicopter over in the air and flew away from the mountain road, aiming for the wide-open valley below. He didn�t need to be told that they were a sitting duck. He looked over his shoulder and saw that the smaller and more agile attack helicopter was pursuing them.

Mitchell hung on to the back of the truck as it swung in the air. He could see the ground coming up much too quickly. If Yuri didn�t compensate for the truck hanging beneath his helicopter, he was going to smash it into the valley floor. At the last second, the helicopter stopped its downward dive and leveled out about fifty meters above the ground.
Mitchell put his foot on a door handle at the back of the truck and hauled himself up onto the roof just as McMasters did the same.
Mitchell reached for his pistol, only it wasn�t there. It had fallen out when he had jumped from the Rover onto the back of the truck. He saw McMasters reach into his own pocket. With a loud cry, Mitchell charged McMasters and hit him in the chest before he could pull his weapon out.
Both men tumbled and landed hard on the roof of the vehicle. Mitchell was about to haul back his fist to strike his opponent in the face when Yuri was forced into another wild maneuver as the attack helicopter opened fire. Right away, Mitchell could feel the truck begin to swing over to the right. He let go of McMasters and dove for the nearest arm as the truck canted over in the air. He barely had time to grab hold of the arm. A moment later, his entire body slid over the side of the truck. He found himself holding onto the arm at the back of the truck while McMasters was in the same predicament at the front. Thankfully, McMasters can�t go for his gun, Mitchell thought.
With his left arm wrapped tightly around the steel arm, McMasters dug into his jacket and pulled out his pistol. With a smirk, he brought up his arm and took aim at Mitchell. �You lose, Mitchell,� said McMasters as he pulled the trigger.
Mitchell saw the gun in McMaster�s hand. He never heard the shot. A split-second later, a burning-hot pain shot through his left arm. Glancing down, he saw that the bullet had grazed him. Blood was already pouring from the deep groove cut into his skin. With anger seething inside him, Mitchell kicked out with his legs, trying to hit McMasters� outstretched hand. His first attempt missed, but it forced McMasters to pull his arm in slightly.
A moment later, Yuri was forced to evade another run from the attack helicopter. This time the truck began to swing over to the left. Like a pendulum, the truck swung down underneath the helicopter, bringing Mitchell and McMasters with it. Neither man saw it until it was too late. Yuri�s maneuver had forced him lower to the ground. The truck crashed through a tall pine forest, knocking the tops off the trees.
Mitchell tried pulling his feet up towards his chest as the branches snapped off underneath the truck and flew everywhere, pummeling both men.
One thick branch flew up and hit McMasters�s right arm hard, snapping his wrist. McMasters howled in pain as his pistol flew from his hand.
Soon, they were out in the open again. Both men, injured and bruised, looked at one another for a moment. Their eyes said that neither man was going to give in until the other was dead. From opposite ends of the truck, they struggled to get back up onto the roof.

�Goddammit, I�ve seen enough,� said President Kempt as he watched the feed coming in from a UAV flying just below the clouds. �We can�t allow that helicopter to be shot down and risk the anthrax being released. Somebody do something about that other chopper and do it fast.�
Within seconds, the second Predator was diving from the sky. Having switched places with the unarmed UAV that Cardinal had shot down, the fully armed Predator was on the prowl.
�What can we use to bring down that damned attack helicopter?� demanded the president.
�Sir, the UAV was configured for a bombing mission,� said Patterson. �It�s not carrying any air-to-air missiles.�
�There has to be something you can do.�
�There is,� said O�Reilly over the speakerphone. �Get your Predator overtop of the Bo-105 and drop a laser-guided bomb right on top of him.�
Kempt looked over at Patterson and Hook for their agreement. Both heads nodded as one.

Cardinal wiped the blood from his eyes. A lucky shot had hit the outer skin of the helicopter near his head, sending a sharp piece of metal flying across his forehead. With Yuri bobbing and weaving like a prizefighter, Cardinal had been forced to take pot shots at the attack helicopter whenever he could. He knew that it would take a miracle for him to hit the other helicopter, but that didn�t stop him from trying.
�Where is he?� asked Sam as she poked her head out the door.
�Jesus, Sam, you�re going to get your head shot off if you keep that up,� admonished Cardinal.
�Yuri�s all but blind up there,� said Sam. �I need to see for him back here.�
A couple of moments later, she spotted their opponent flying just above the ground. Then, with a sudden burst of power, it leaped up into the air and placed itself directly behind the tail rotor of their helicopter. There was nothing they could do to stop it now. Sam reached over and grasped Cardinal�s shoulder. Even with Yuri�s crazy flying, it would be only a matter of seconds before they were shot from the sky.

Mitchell gritted his teeth as he crawled up onto the roof of the vehicle. His left arm hurt like hell, but he did his best to block the pain. The only thing going for him was that McMasters wasn�t doing any better. The space on top of the truck was smaller than a boxing ring. Both men stood there, looking over at the other as if waiting for the other to make the first move.
�You�re a bloody fool, Mitchell,� said McMasters. �You know Houston�s right, but you won�t admit it.�
Mitchell shook his head. �You�re wrong, and so is he. Only one person can play God, and I think the job is already taken.�
�Have it your way.� In a flash, McMasters drew a knife from behind his back and jumped up, trying to cut the hydraulic hoses keeping the arms locked tightly around the truck.
Mitchell ran at McMasters, hitting him hard in the chest with his right shoulder, sending him tumbling down. He saw McMasters� knife an arm�s reach away and made a move to grab it.
McMasters may have been down, but he was far from finished. He kicked out his right foot, sweeping Mitchell�s feet out from underneath him.
Pain shot down Mitchell�s wounded arm and into his back when he hit the hard metal roof. Before he could do anything, McMasters dove at him, thrust his left forearm under Mitchell�s chin and pressed down hard on his throat. Mitchell began to gasp and choke for air. It was like being slowly strangled to death by a boa constrictor. He tried to force McMasters off him, but it was no use; he was pinned beneath his opponent. Balling up his right fist, he sent it flying into the side of McMasters� head. It was a powerful blow, but it wasn�t enough. McMasters grinned at Mitchell as he pushed down harder. Mitchell�s lungs burned for oxygen. His vision began to narrow.
He was dying.

Sam saw a black object suddenly appear from out of the clouds. It dove straight towards the attack helicopter. Her gut told her to hide. She jumped back and away from the door, pulling Cardinal with her. A second later, the thermobaric bomb exploded fifty meters above the Bo-105, in a brilliant flash of flame. The shock wave from the explosion shot downward, crumpling the attack helicopter as if it were made of paper. The searing heat from the powerful blast ignited the helicopter�s fuel tank. With a loud explosion, the Bo-105 flew apart, raining fiery debris all over the valley floor.
Inside the logging helicopter, they all felt their helicopter rise up in the air as the blast wave invisibly surged past it. Sam and Cardinal grabbed whatever they could to keep from rolling about on the floor while Yuri fought to keep his ailing helicopter in the sky. He knew it was a losing battle. He leaned forward in his seat and chose a farmer�s field in the distance as the spot he would try to put the chopper down in, if it didn�t fall apart before then.

As the blast wave shook Yuri�s helicopter, it also hit the truck hanging beneath, sending it careening wildly off to one side. Both men began to slide towards the side of the truck.
Although close to blacking out, Mitchell stuck his leg out, hoping that it would catch on one of the metal arms before they both went over the side.
Mitchell felt his leg hit something hard. He quickly wrapped his leg around it as he and McMasters flew out into the open air. His leg anchored them to the truck and kept them from falling to the ground below.
McMasters realized at the last second what was about to happen and scrambled to hold on to Mitchell�s body. He pulled his left arm from Mitchell�s throat and grabbed on to the first thing he could, Mitchell�s right arm.
Both men slammed hard into the side of the truck and hung down precariously as it flew through the air.
Mitchell let out a pained cough as he took in a deep breath. He turned his head and saw McMasters clinging onto his arm. Below them was a rock quarry dug deep into the ground.
�For God�s sake, please don�t let me fall,� pleaded McMasters as he fought to hold on to Mitchell�s arm.
McMasters was prepared to kill billions, yet when faced with his own mortality, Mitchell saw that his opponent was nothing more than a coward.
With a grimace, Mitchell brought his bloodied left arm over and sent it flying into McMasters� face. Rage and anger surged through Mitchell. He wanted the man to pay for Maria�s death. He smashed his fist into McMasters� face a couple more times, splitting open his lip, but the man wouldn�t let go of Mitchell�s arm. Weary and nearing the end of his strength, Mitchell reached over and grasped McMasters� left hand. He slowly began to pry McMasters� fingers away, one by one.
�No, please show some mercy!� screamed McMasters.
�I�ll give you the same mercy you gave Maria,� snarled Mitchell as he pulled the remaining fingers free from his jacket.
With a loud scream, McMasters fell to his death.
Mitchell took no satisfaction in killing McMasters. He was exhausted and numb inside. With a deep breath, he tried to climb back up onto the top of the truck only to find that he didn�t have the strength. He was just too tired.
The quarry quickly disappeared from sight, and a long, flat field came into view. Mitchell could feel Yuri begin to slow the helicopter as he approached for a landing. The second the truck�s tires touched the ground, Mitchell let go with his leg and tumbled down onto the wet ground, hurt but thankful to be alive.
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The Situation Room
The White House
The ending didn�t play out as President Kempt had planned.
After taking out the rogue attack helicopter, he ordered the two Hummers in front of Houston�s SUV to be destroyed and Houston captured. A minute later, as the vehicles sped towards a bridge over a deep gorge, the UAV dropped a laser-guided bomb onto the lead vehicle, taking it and part of the bridge out with it. The second Hummer, speeding too closely behind, went sailing into the gorge and fell two hundred meters to certain destruction. Houston�s SUV, however, was farther back and came to a sliding halt at the damaged section of the bridge.
Kempt turned to General Patterson and was about to tell him to vector the Special Forces team onto Houston�s location when a Land Rover came charging down the road like an enraged beast and slammed hard into the back of Houston�s SUV. The front two tires of the SUV were forced out into the jagged opening on the bridge. Before anyone could react, the Rover backed up and then sped straight into the back of the SUV, tipping it over the edge of the hole.
Kempt stood there with his mouth open as a woman stood up in the Rover and waved up at the UAV�s cameras. She took a bow and then jumped back behind the wheel of her vehicle. He watched in disbelief as the Rover drove straight back off the bridge, turned around and headed onto a trail in the woods.
�Sir, we can track her,� said Hook.
Kempt sat down in his chair and shook his head. �No. Whoever she is, she may have done us a big favor. There�ll be no trial now. Let her go.�
With that, the mission in Albania rapidly began to wind down.
Jen and Owen were picked up walking down the middle of the road by a patrol of Albanian soldiers and brought to their headquarters, where they were turned over to an American liaison officer.
The police found Jackson parked on the side of the road. With him were half-a-dozen lab technicians and guards who had been in the back of the semi-trailer but were now lying facedown in the mud.
As for Mitchell, Yuri, Cardinal, and Sam, the Special Forces team sent to capture Houston was hurriedly dispatched to their location. While the medics treated Mitchell and Cardinal, the chemical warfare team took possession of the anthrax.
The crisis was over.
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Briefing Room
Polaris Headquarters
With a box of donuts in one hand and a tray of coffees stacked two high in the other, Nate Jackson walked into the briefing room and placed his usual assortment of treats on the table for everyone to share.
�You�re five minutes late,� said Mitchell, as he helped himself to a coffee.
�Have you seen the weather outside?� replied Jackson. �It�s snowing so hard, I thought I saw a polar bear walking around in the parking lot.�
�Real funny, you should see a winter in Northern Minnesota. Now that is cold,� said Mitchell as he flipped open the box of donuts and grabbed the unhealthiest thing he could find. It�s good to be alive, thought Mitchell as he wolfed down the donut.
�I saw that,� said Jen, as she walked into the room. �You may still be recovering from your gunshot wound, but that�s going to cost you another ten minutes on the treadmill tonight, mister.�
�I can think of better things to do to burn off the calories,� replied Mitchell lecherously.
�Like what?� asked General O�Reilly as he strolled in, accompanied by Mike Donaldson and Fahimah Nazaria.
�Like nothing, sir,� replied Mitchell, turning beet red.
Jackson chuckled. �That�ll teach you to be cute with your much-better half at work.�
As was their routine, for the next few hours they went over every detail of the past mission from the first day they�d met Houston until their last day in Albania. Sam and Cardinal, along with Yuri, weren�t present as they were on an early holiday in Disney World with Sam�s nieces and nephews.
After a quick break for a light lunch, they all met back in the briefing room to wrap up the debriefing.
Mitchell started. �Sir, do you know who has the anthrax and where it�s being held?�
O�Reilly said, �My sources tell me that it was taken lock, stock, and barrel to the Blue Grass Army Depot in Kentucky, where it will be disposed of.�
�General, after all we�ve been through, do you believe them?�
O�Reilly smiled at his prot�g�. �Time will tell.�
�What about Houston? Did they ever find his body?� asked Jackson.
�Not a trace,� replied Donaldson. �The SUV was found. The driver and a young blonde woman were found dead inside. However, Houston�s body was never recovered.�
�I take it the government is looking for him?� said Jen.
�Not just him, but anyone even the slightest bit connected to Houston and his genocidal plan,� said Fahimah. �It turns out that several high-ranking officers in the Pentagon have already resigned. I suspect that before all is said and done, dozens of key people inside and outside the government may be facing some pretty long prison terms.�
�The women, the ones at Houston�s ranch, whatever happened to them?� wondered Jackson. �I overheard a couple of officers saying that they had been flown to Rome and were part of Houston�s plan to infect millions of people over the holidays.�
Donaldson said, �It turns out they�re all innocent. None of them had any idea of what was about to unfold.�
�That�s some good news, at least,� said Mitchell.
O�Reilly stood, reached into his jacket, and handed envelopes to Mitchell, Jackson, and Jen. �It�s your Christmas bonus. The rest of your team already received theirs, so take a well-earned holiday somewhere, and relax for a few weeks on Owen Houston�s dime.�
�Glad to see someone appreciates our hard work,� said Jackson with a wink at O�Reilly as took his envelope and quickly stashed it away.
O�Reilly ignored the quip and with a smile, he thanked his people for all of their hard work and left the room.
A few minutes later, Jen and Mitchell made their way downstairs. They were about to head outside and jump into Mitchell�s Jeep when someone called out. Mitchell turned around and saw that it was the security guard who worked the front desk trying to get his attention.
�Sir, this was left for you,� said the man as he handed Mitchell a bottle wrapped in Christmas paper.
�Thanks,� said Mitchell.
�Who�s it from?� asked Jen.
�I don�t know.� Mitchell looked over at the guard and asked if he saw who dropped it off. The man shrugged his shoulders and said it was dropped off by special delivery about an hour ago.
�The mystery deepens,� said Jen, raising her eyebrows. �Open it.�
Quickly ripping off the wrapping, Mitchell looked down at the bottle. �Eighteen-year-old Laphroaig,� said Mitchell.
�Ryan, you know that I don�t know one bottle of Scotch from another,� said Jen. �Is that a good one?�
�Yeah, but it�s more than that.�
�What do you mean by that?�
�This bottle�s from Grace.�
Jen frowned. �Now, why would she bother to send you a bottle of Scotch?�
�It�s a sign.�
�What kind of sign?�
�That she�s now part of our lives, whether we want her in or not.�
Jen slipped her arm under Mitchell�s and pulled him in close. �Well, I, for one, don�t like the idea of another lady taking an interest in my man.�
�You needn�t worry, Jen. You�re the only woman I love.�
Jen smiled. �Yeah well, I think it�s about time that you proved it. I want to go somewhere warm where I can lie on the beach all day long. As soon as we get home, I�m going to book us a couple of tickets to Jamaica for the holidays, and you�re paying.�
�Wonderful,� muttered Mitchell under his breath.
�I heard that.�
Mitchell stood there staring out at the falling snow. Their world had just changed. Where things were going to lead, Mitchell had no idea. All he knew was that that there would be no going back to the way things used to be.
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