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PROLOGUE
America is on the brink of a post-nuclear war. Recent events have catapulted the American military into a state of emergency, and American enemies are planning their assault. It started when Washington Post reporter Dorian Valentine discovered a horrific secret regarding the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty, a critical peace agreement between the former Soviet Union and the United States: The Russian Federation is cheating (creating a new advanced weapons system “Black Fox”), and—even worse—they hold the ultimate trump card. Russia has constructed the most dangerous network of secret operatives ever known—created for the ultimate trinity: intelligence, espionage, and warfare. Brutally trained from birth to live, talk, and think like Americans, this dynamic organization has been planted on U.S. soil for a long time by the former KGB to retrieve information at any cost, cause political catastrophe, or kill at a moment’s notice. Now they are out of control, striking fear into the heart of the Pentagon.
Before any evidence of Russia’s new war machine could be examined, the reporter was dead, along with over a dozen federal agents and civilians, and the evidence was stolen. In response to a devastating political assassination, the CIA assembled AEGIS, a powerful team of agents that “do not exist” in an attempt to terminate an enemy that seemingly could not be caught by any traditional methods.
Meanwhile, the enemy operatives (codenamed Amerus by U.S. forces) soon realize they have been set up by a system they once trusted and lived by. In desperation, they plotted another assassination of the head of Russian Intelligence as he attempted to escape American territory on a cruise ship with one of Amerus’s own key members, “Jennifer Johnson,” as a hostage.
AEGIS, the covert CIA team, prevented the second assassination and subdued one of Amerus’s scuba divers. However, Amerus was able to rescue Jennifer Johnson (known within Amerus as Kalisa) and murder six federal agents during their escape. Amerus knows that they were set up by their crafty superior officer, Devin, an obscure but brilliant criminal and espionage genius. The only link to Devin is Gary Klingner, the powerful CEO of the world’s largest Nuclear Arms manufacturer. The hunt is on, there are no rules, and nothing is what it seems.

Chapter 1
Hammer and Vadar stared down at the hospital bed, as did Walter Plack. They were in an underground hospital never seen by civilian eyes. It was a hospital for people who did not exist: high-profile operatives, witnesses, or prisoners who could not afford to be recognized. Though the facility wasn’t so large in size, it was one of the best in the country, specializing in treatment such as top-weaponry bullet removal, “torture recovery,” and blood loss.
“Please explain to me again how this man got anything whatsoever out of his sock,” Plack growled at the guard.
“Like I said, we were escorting him to the toilet. He sat down on the bucket and leaned over. I thought he was tying his shoe until I saw him reaching in his sock. I yelled for him to stop, but by the time I got to him, it was in his mouth. I hit him, but that didn’t stop him from swallowing it. Then he got this sick look on his face, and about two minutes later he slumped over onto the floor, unconscious.”
“No one searched him before he was unchained from the chair?”
“We searched thoroughly for weapons. Even in his mouth. The pill was attached just under his ankle. No one saw it until it was too late.”
“You’ll have to excuse us, gentlemen, but we’ll need a moment alone with him,” Vadar announced.
Plack left with the guards and left Vadar and Hammer alone in the room. From of their bags, they pulled several medical apparatuses and then lifted the patient’s gown. They did not have anything that would restore life to the prisoner, but it was the next best thing.
“We must work quickly,” Vadar instructed. “We don’t know what was in that pill.”
They attached the devices in their designated spots and activated them. Upon activation, tiny needles from the devices inserted themselves into the captor’s skin and began to extract DNA chromosomes. Vadar carefully placed a dark, strange medical mask over the patient’s face.
“Twenty over forty,” Hammer read from the gauge of one of the devices.
“Tube one, 50%,” Vadar murmured.
“Tube six at 90%,” Hammer read from another of the gauges.
“Bio is too high; he won’t make it,” Vadar announced. “Let’s grab the goodies and get out of here. This stuff gives me the creeps.”
“It’s not the highlight of my day, either,” Hammer countered.
After a few more minutes, all the tubes were filled, and the device gauge beeped twice. Vadar and Hammer quickly deactivated the devices and returned them carefully to their bags. Both men left the room together and told Plack to find out what was in the pill and to contact them on the ComLink if the prisoner pulled through. They both knew what the pill was designed to do, and thus, they also knew that the chances of the prisoner’s recovery were slim to none. The captured terrorist who bombed the cruise ship would be pronounced dead within hours.
Sparrow wasn’t terribly fond of truth duty. It meant verifying the aliases of AEGIS, her covert special-ops team members. At given points in assignments, it was necessary to save the life of the agent in play. Like today, too much was at stake. They had set up a meeting with the man who had had foreign diplomat Epifanii Yuklivitch assassinated on the White House steps, billionaire elitist Gary Klingner. Klingner had agreed to set up a meeting with Felix and the liaison to Amerus, the team who had executed the hit. The cover story would be that Felix needed to hire them to steal priceless artwork. The real story was that Amerus struck fear into the heart of the Oval Office, and AEGIS had been cleared to use any methods needed to find them and stop them. This included hiring them to steal artwork, and once they came out of shadows, killing them. It was a possibility that Gary’s Klingner’s contact would ask for verification of Felix’s identity. Someone would call the number on his business card or drive by the location that was listed as his address or employ other concise research methods to check the person out and confirm the veracity of the person’s identity. “Truth duty” was what AEGIS had nicknamed this responsibility.
Sparrow knew that she ended up with truth duty the majority of the time because she was a woman. Often, she had to portray a receptionist in some skyscraper. The caller would ask for the alias, and Sparrow would answer that he was in a meeting or something. Usually she was speaking from her cellular phone, which had its own satellite so there would be no static in any of the transmission. She agreed that a female secretary did sound more feasible than a male one and understood why she was stuck with truth the duty, though this circumstance didn’t exactly allow for equal opportunity. There was a voice-altering device that the men used in extreme emergencies, but it gave a small delay from when the user spoke to when the voice came out. This small delay was deemed detectable and therefore only used when urgently necessary.
Sparrow was in the back of a windowless van a half mile away from Klingner’s mansion. AEGIS rarely ever used a van because it was a trademark of government agencies, but AEGIS had decided that since they were out in the middle of the woods, it would be viable. Jester sat beside Sparrow and watched the satellite view of Felix driving up to the Klingner mansion’s gate in his Rolls Royce.
“We’re with you, Felix,” Jester reported. “You’ve got roof guards and attack dogs crawling all over the place like New York rats and roaches. Try not to make any sudden moves.”
“Can you hear me?” Felix asked, still from inside of his car via the intra-aural transmitter in his ear. The tiny IAT device allowed him to hear everything his teammates in the van were saying.
“Loud and clear,” Jester affirmed.
The gate opened for Felix, and the guard waved him past. He drove all the way up into Klingner’s estate on the driveway. A valet was there to greet him. Felix got out of the car and walked the short distance to Klingner’s door.
“Even the valet is carrying a pistol,” Jester mentioned to Sparrow, pointing at the sat grid image. On it was a three-dimensional grid that artistically displayed everything in the environment in a polychromatic mode, where every detail was accented with color. Wood was shown as brown grid squares. Organic material was shown in green, and masses that were believed to contain life were shown in purple. Any weapons, such as guns, knives, or other potentially harmful devices with high concentrations of metal were shown in red. Jester looked at the purple three-dimensional grid outline of the valet and traced his finger on the red outline of a pistol by the man’s waist.
Jester pressed the F4 key on the keyboard, and the satellite image switched back to its regular view. He activated the camera on Felix’s shirt button as the doorman answered the door before Felix had even knocked. The doorman let Felix in with an empty smile and led him into a large library. He then closed the library door and locked it from the inside. Then the doorman walked over to a nearby flower vase and twisted it 360 degrees. A bookcase on the far wall slid open.
“I can’t see what’s back there, pal,” Jester warned, flicking on the motion sensor. “There is nothing moving around in that room.”
The doorman led Felix back into the newly revealed room and slipped away without a word. In front of him, Felix saw Gary Klingner, and a woman sitting on a sofa.
Klingner held a glass of champagne, and the woman had ginger ale.
“Welcome, Oscar. This is Raven, a colleague of mine,” Klingner introduced.
Felix looked at Raven. She looked like a business woman, indeed: glasses, no smile, jet-black hair, and a no-nonsense air. She was Caucasian, about 55 to 60 years old. With a little makeup, she was able to hide the wrinkles. Her diamond earrings sparkled even in the dim light, and her fine black hair looked like she had just come from a salon. She also wore a gold necklace with a small pearl pendant on it. She wore a deep-black pantsuit, with matching black heels. Raven stood up, and she and Felix shook hands. Her handshake was as firm as a man’s, and Felix wondered where she had gotten the strength.
Felix smiled. “Pleasure to meet you, Raven.”
Jester swiveled around in his chair to run Raven through a database of known global operatives, then swiveled back to look at the dot representing Felix. He checked the image the button camera was sending. Jester looked back at the sat screen and saw undulating circles radiating from the mansion.
“Whoa, look at that. Someone’s transmitting—and it’s not us,” Jester noticed.
“Someone is listening to every word of the conversation,” Sparrow added, also looking at the screen. “I’m going to try and trace the signal. Stand by.” Sparrow patched Jester’s laptop through the Interlink to the National Reconnaissance Office. The trace started in three seconds.
The truth duty phone in the van started to ring. Sparrow had created the voicemail message for Felix’s phony business line under his assumed alias, Oscar Nelson, quite a while ago. This was the first time someone had ever called it. Normally, the CIA had full-time operatives assigned to truth duty, but tonight, AEGIS needed to be on truth duty.
“We’re closed,” Sparrow mumbled. She knew it was after business hours, so she let the phone ring and waited for the voicemail she had created to pick up.
“I’m sure your time is valuable, Raven, so I will keep this brief,” Felix started. “I need your services in retrieving a valuable item. This item is priceless to me.”
“Hey, we need to keep this conversation going as long as possible so we can trace this signal,” Jester said to Felix.
Sparrow had frozen a frame of Raven’s face from the camera Felix was wearing, and she sent the picture to the operative database’s mix-and-match application. Using her touch screen, she put her index finger on the Search button. The application screen flashed as many as eight operatives per second in its attempt to match an operative to the face it was given.
“Scanning Raven’s face,” Sparrow reported to Jester.
“Nothing on the signal yet,” Jester replied to Sparrow. “Sending voice sample to audio match. Also attempting to record transmission.”
“What is the item you’re referring to?” Raven asked.
“A work of art. Stolen from me and sold to a collector.”
“What kind of art?” Raven asked.
“A precious picture.”
“How large is this picture, and what is it a picture of?”
“It is a landscape oil painting. About four feet in length, three feet in height, gold frame.”
The phone in the van continued to ring, and then the voicemail picked up. “Thank you for calling Microsystems. Our office hours are from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. Monday through Friday. Your call is very important to us. You may leave a voicemail message or call back during regular business hours. You have reached the voicemail of—” Felix’s voice came on and stated his name as Oscar Nelson, then Sparrow’s automated voice continued, “Please leave a message after the tone.”
The caller did not leave a message.
Sparrow looked at the trace route indictor, which was still a solid red, indicating the trace had barely started before the caller hung up.
“Sending second voice sample to audio synthesizer,” Jester announced. “Still nothing on the transmission, but someone from that room besides Felix is definitely receiving a signal.”
“Where is this painting held?” Raven asked.
“In a museum. The security level is high, but that shouldn’t be a problem for an organization of your caliber to handle.”
The phone next to Sparrow started to ring again, and she pressed the trace route button. The voicemail picked up and the caller dialed different numbers to reach a different employee, and another phony voice box was activated. The caller hung up again, and the trace route indicator stayed solid red.
“The oil painting is held in the basement of a museum. I will disclose the details to you once we agree on the terms of this operation,” Felix continued. “There is a forgery of the painting on the third floor, but the authentic version is held locked in the basement. I can provide all the necessary intelligence needed to successfully complete this favor.”
“Do you have any contacts inside the museum?” Raven asked.
“Unfortunately not,” Felix replied.
“Are we the only organization going after this painting?”
“It is unsure at this time. I am the only one that knows that the counterfeit on the third floor is just that. The painting has been in my family for generations. It was held in a private collection in my home. It was stolen one week ago, and only recently it has it come to my attention that my prized possession has been placed in the basement of an art museum. Apparently, I am not the only connoisseur of art. I believe this painting is intended for sale at a black-market auction that will be held less than two weeks from now. It is most urgent that this painting be recovered before then.”
“Do you have the documentation authenticating the ownership of the painting?”
“Indeed.”
“What authorities have been contacted already to recover the painting for you?”
“Like my colleague, Gary, here, I don’t believe in plebeian authorities. I’d like this matter to be taken care of with diligence and celerity.”
“In what region is the museum located?”
“I will go as far as to say it is in Washington, D.C.”
“Is this museum public or private?”
“It is public, but I fail to understand the significance of your query. Perhaps you can explain?”
Raven paused. “A public museum is easier to observe in case further intelligence is needed.”
“I see,” Felix replied.
“Can you vouch for the intelligence you received on the location? That is, are you absolutely positive the painting is where you specified? If it is not, then you will still be liable for 75% of the amount we agree upon.”
“I highly vouch for my source of information. It cost a pretty penny.”
“Unfortunately, our services are not surrendered for peanuts either, Oscar.”
“I am aware of this—and willing to compensate you significantly for the return of my most cherished oil painting. You may practically name your price, within remote reason, Raven.”
“And indeed I plan to,” she replied with a sexy, confident smirk. “You do realize that the fee increases for the lack of notice. Two weeks is definitely not standard for our operations.”
“Forgive me. I just only recently acquired the location of the painting. I understand this might make things inconvenient. But I expect your organization can walk on water, just as your personality does.”
“Apology accepted. We strive to perform to our clients’ utmost satisfaction, obstacles notwithstanding. As you can imagine, we sometimes encounter quite the unexpected.”
“I can imagine a whole lot,” Felix smirked.
“Indeed, my dear boy. Letting the imagination roam is rather necessary in these times of chaotic refuge.”
“I agree, Madam. It’s hard to do, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”
“Especially those who trespass against our fine art,” Raven replied, with the same smug grin. “And I hope this oil painting is as charming as the live portrait in front of me.” It was like she was flirting, but yet not flirting.
“She’s good,” Jester mentioned to Sparrow. “The perfect salesperson. She has confidence, class, charm, education, eloquence, and a hint of sex appeal. She maintains the necessary no-nonsense aura, and she controls the entire conversation.”
“Vengeance will definitely have its proper place in the order of events, but for now, the painting’s swift and safe recovery is foremost on the agenda,” Felix said. “Don’t roam too far after the painting is back in my collection. I just might need your services to execute that aspect as well.”
“Oh, yes. Value-added service is a must. A happy client is a valuable asset to us. However, the expensive tangible compensation we require will remain necessary to continue operating efficiently. If my colleague has gone through the trouble of setting up this meeting, then I know you can handle it.”
“An excellent deduction. I do understand, Raven. I emphatically promise I don’t write checks on rubber, and my money is not orange.”
“I should think not,” she said, and smiled. “Your organization’s reputation extends throughout the corners of the globe. I understand you are a man worthy of our services.”
“I would have to agree with you once again,” Felix said, returning her smile.
“Is there a number where I can contact you?” Raven asked.
“Yes.” Felix flipped a business card out of his vest pocket. “A private number is on the back.”
Raven turned the card over and read the number softly out loud before she placed it in the inside pocket of her blouse. “Two zero two. That is a Washington, D.C., area code. Am I correct?”
“Indeed, you are correct.”
The phone in the van beside Sparrow suddenly came to life again. She quickly activated a trace. It was Oscar Nelson’s personal line this time, the private number Felix had just given to Raven. Sparrow let the phone ring and waited for Oscar Nelson’s private voicemail to pick up.
“I will contact you at 1:07 p.m. two days from now,” a female voice said. “At that time, I will tell you where to meet me in one half hour. At this meeting, we will discuss payment arrangements, and you are to bring whatever intelligence you can provide that will assist me.”
“Felix,” Jester started, “do not let the conversation end yet. We have not traced the second transmission coming from the room yet.”
“It’s still not finished?” Sparrow asked, amazed. Usually, the satellites traced open transmissions within a couple of minutes.
“I have a secret to tell you, Madam,” Felix confessed to Raven.
“Only if you believe my virgin ears can receive it, my love,” she grinned.
“Unlike the many others I harbor, this secret is PG rated.”
Raven’s face broke into a sly smile. “Rats. But I am still all ears.”
“I’m awfully new at this. I need to know what items you will require to expedite this operation.”
“Okay.” There was a pause. “I’ll need blueprints, museum guards’ names and addresses.” Raven paused. “Provide the layout of security devices and deactivation codes if you have them, and any keys or key codes you can obtain within the next 40 hours.”
“OK, got it.”
Jester looked at the trace on the transmission. It still had not reached a target. “Negative on the transmission loop, Felix. Repeat, negative on the loop.”
“Well, if you have no more questions, we will meet again in approximately 40 hours. Be sure to bring those documents for me, Oscar,” Raven reminded Felix, rising from the sofa.
“Well, I’ll be sure to put on my best tuxedo,” Felix playfully added.
Raven extended her hand to Felix, who shook it lightly but firmly.
“Good seeing you again, Raven,” Klingner acknowledged, slowly rising to his feet.
“Please remain seated, my friend,” Gary instructed Felix, twisting the vase on the coffee table adjacent to the sofa. The sliding door opened, the doorman waiting beyond it.
“Raven, have a safe return.”
“As always,” she called back, passing through the library.
“The transmission ended,” Jester announced. “Right when she walked out of the room.”
“Where was she transmitting to?” Sparrow asked.
Jester was silent.
“You mean it didn’t find the source?”
Jester shook his head.
“They were in there for ten minutes! She could have been transmitting to France and we would know it.”
“I’m running diagnostics on the tracker now. I don’t know what happened. We had more than enough time to trace, but the target wasn’t found.”
“Did we even get a region?”
Jester shook his head. “Use the sat to follow her, and I’ll try and figure out what the hell just happened. And run the voice on that voicemail message through the audio database. See if we can find a match.”
The mix-and-match screen beeped three high-pitched tones, meaning it had found a match for the picture of Raven it was given.
“Gotcha, grandma,” Jester said, swiveling around in his chair.
Sparrow watched through the bird’s-eye satellite view as Raven’s black Mercedes pulled out of the Klingner estate while Jester read through Raven’s profile.
“She’s lip synching,” Jester mumbled, turning back around to analyze the satellite diagnostics. “Everything’s clean. The satellite equipment is in top shape. As a matter of fact,” Jester continued, pressing the Page Down button on the keyboard, “this baby was launched just five months ago, and manufactured four months before that. Maybe it’s the tracing program. Let me see what it did find.”
Jester pressed a few buttons on the touch screen to reenact the trace. A map of Delaware and the surrounding states was displayed. Jester saw where the transmission was going, but there was no source for the signal.
“This can’t be real,” Jester sighed, scratching his head. “The trace was on for ten minutes, and it’s like there was no trace. There isn’t even a partial trace.”
Jester zoomed out on the screen but saw nothing. He zoomed out again. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He zoomed out yet again. Now the whole country was showing on his laptop screen, with no source of the transmission. Frustrated, he rapidly pressed the zoom-out button five more times, with a grunt of disgust.
Sparrow turned around from her screen and looked over toward her vexed colleague before speaking. “The voice on the voicemail box was electronically altered. Just like we do sometimes. It could have been a man, for all we know.”
She saw that Jester wasn’t even paying attention to her.
“Jesus. I can’t believe this,” Jester murmured to himself. “This is inconceivably ludicrous.—Hey, where is Raven going?” Jester suddenly asked Sparrow.
“Hey, you guys there?” Felix asked through the IAT as he was getting into his car.
“We’re still here. Meet us at the rendezvous point in 40 minutes,” Jester answered. “Hammer, Vadar, you with us?” he asked.
“We’re in the medical lab,” Vadar answered through his IAT. “What’s up?”
“The liaison was a front man, well front woman, actually, but there’s some important information I need to brief you on regarding tonight’s events. There is a rendezvous in 40 minutes. Will you two be there?”
“Negative,” Vadar answered. “But I’ll make sure we’re at a stopping point.”
“Much obliged,” Jester told him. “Have fun playing Dr. Frankenstein.”
Sparrow looked at the sat image again. “Looks like she’s heading towards a hotel. What’s wrong with the transmission trace?”
Jester took a deep breath. “Come take a look. This is unbelievable.”
Zyablikov parked his truck on the curb about a mile away from Gary Klingner’s house. He waited until 3:00a.m., when he knew Klingner would be sleeping soundly. This time, Zyablikov was ready. He had the intelligence, and though he had only had two days to plan the entire operation, swift planning was his specialty, which made his organization remarkably more potent and eminently dangerous than before. He felt as well prepared as he had when operating with Devin’s intelligence, and now this was the second official assignment under his own administration. He had faith in himself and faith in his soldiers. The objective was clear: Get Klingner. He’ll know how to locate Devin, the man who had betrayed Zyablikov and set him up to take the fall for the assassination of a foreign diplomat who happened to lead the largest and most promising Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty in history. Zyablikov now understood he was the most wanted man in the world. His simple American alias of Dennis Garret would not save him from the vengeance of those seeking to stop him at any cost.
As long as there were no spectacular deviations from the plan, everything should fall into place. The weapons had been secured from the safehouse easily enough, and he had gone over the plan, studying every detail carefully. The entry team was Team F plus A-3, A-4, and A-5. Lugor and Yakof provided the essential support and cover needed to ensure no casualties during Klingner’s extraction and to protect the escape route. Team F waited outside the back of the estates. There was a thick brick wall separating the estates from public property, but well in the back of the estates, hidden by the trees, there was a back gate for the caretakers to use. The gate was still, though securely fastened, but it was unguarded.
“A-1, looking sharp,” Oleg Lugor reported from his position atop a large hill, a little inside of a mile away from the scene. He was equipped with his Barrett .50 caliber sniper rifle, which was already set up on its bi-pod with the long silencer tightly screwed on. The specially designed silencer would not only quiet the sound but eliminate the muzzle flash as well. This uniquely designed silencer would not even slow the bullet down, as, at this distance, he could not afford to. The flash shield not only protected his location but also prevented the sight disorientation that occurred when the Barrett’s bright flash put blue spots in his eyes for a few seconds, preventing him from aiming quickly again. Lugor knew the Barrett had an effective range of one mile to 2,000 yards, but what worried him was the angle trajectory. Shooting from on the top of a hill, he had to consider gravity along with the ballistics and other dynamics of his aiming. He would have to aim several feet above his target to ensure that the bullet was on course. Usually, the scope would take care of this if he set the range right, but that was yet another thing to worry about. He would rather have been down inside the estates like everyone else, but the rifle was simply far too heavy to shoot accurately from up in the trees surrounding the estate.
He looked out at the mansion. The large structure looked to be made of brick, with the second story fairly covered with windows. Thick luxury curtains prevented any view inside of the mansion with the naked eye. Lugor switched to the infrared view on the scope by twisting the knob on the left side of the rifle sight. He saw the heat patterns of several guards through the heavy curtains and concluded that four guards were in the corridor alone. He turned the scope adjustment knob to night vision. Ambient green light filled the screen. Lugor could not see faces, but merely moving blobs, which was really all he needed to see to be effective. At his range, he was not going for head shots, only body kills. As long as his spotter, Yakof, performed his duty, there would be no problems. The Barrett rifle weighed 37 pounds alone, and with the case, an extra ten. With the heavy case in his hands, his arms had burned as he had raced up the long hill to reach the perfect shooting angle. In addition, he had carried a second “just in case” metal package that was also heavy. Zyablikov had instructed him to carry it, though Lugor didn’t think there would be a need. Now he was ready, and now he anxiously awaited the signal.
“A-2, red light,” Vladimir Yakof replied from near a tree just outside of the back of the estates. He had already put together his Heckler and Koch PSG-1 .30 caliber rifle but was not yet in position. Yakof climbed up the nearby tree and comfortably positioned himself among its branches. He placed one foot in the crevice formed by the tree’s two main branches, then leaned on a branch that looked sturdy enough. He pulled out his pocketknife and cut through a couple of flimsy tree branches that blocked his view. He cursed his position in the treetop but knew that if Zyablikov had placed him here, there was no other option. He knew Lugor was about a mile way, and he did not envy him.
The HK PSG-1 was a weapon Yakof was familiar with and enjoyed using. It was terribly expensive, but that really wasn’t his problem. He enjoyed the rifle’s sleek design, including its free-floating barrel, which allowed for greater accuracy, because the barrel did not touch the stock. The rifle was unparalleled in performance and accuracy, and he needed this extra advantage to compensate for his toilsome position. Also on hand were infrared optic sights, along with and night-vision sights, so he would be able to see inside and outside of the mansion.
Even though he was in a tree, which was an extremely difficult position to shoot from, he needed to perform well if Team F was going to make a safe retrieval of the target. Yakof contemplated again about Lugor’s one-mile range over his 1100-foot range and realized Lugor only had a five-shot magazine for the Barrett while he had a 20-shot clip for the PSG-1. It suddenly didn’t seem so bad to be up in the tree, as long as he had his special silencer that would also eliminate the muzzle flash. He looked through the sights and turned the knob to the night-vision view and could clearly see the guards on the roof. He switched to infrared and looked inside the corridor. Even though the heavy curtains were down over the large glass windows, with the infrared, Yakof could easily make out the shapes of each and every guard, and what they were doing.
“A-2, green light, Iceman,” Yakof reported after he was in position.
“A-3 ready on signal,” Demitri Liutoboets replied.
“A-4 in place,” David Nukludko responded.
“A-5 awaiting your mark,” Iake Tatomir reported.
“Team F, report,” Zyablikov instructed.
“F-1 standing by,” Zlata Olimpan announced.
“F-2 ready,” Rhyhor Karandei said.
“F-3, check,” Viktor Nesignev answered.
“F-4, green light,” Aleksander Straz reported.
“Team F, move.”
Olimpan pulled a small vial of metal-eating acid out of her belt. It was the same acid Nukludko had used on the cruise ship, and Zyablikov could not stop finding new uses for this creation. Olimpan quietly poured the acid onto the ten-foot metal gate that was built into the ten-foot-high brick wall. In less than a minute, they were inside the Klingner estate. The estate was well illuminated, and the teams had to cross more than 800 feet before they reached the mansion. All four entry soldiers crouched along in the shadows and away from the motion sensors as Zyablikov had warned.
Lugor aimed for the guard on the roof whose binoculars were facing the front of the estate. In a few moments, the roof guard was in his crosshairs. He fired the shot from almost a mile way away, and the guard collapsed with no shout and almost no sound.
“One down,” Lugor reported to Zyablikov.
The second guard was patrolling another area of the roof, but his position still classified him as a threat. He could still turn around and possibly spot Team F. Lugor studied the guard’s paces for one full minute. He thought back to his training in the Pit: One shot, one kill. No exceptions. It was the motto for the range game, so he made sure to take the extra few moments for the shot. The second guard held his binoculars up to his eyes, looking out at the front of the estates, just as the first guard had. He suffered the same penalty. The rifle bullet went straight through the guard's back and then exited through his chest in several pieces. No shout, no noise. Lugor had blessed him with a swift and painless death.
“Two down,” he reported.
Team F sprinted through the shadows, and before the second rooftop guard had shaken hands with death, they were within 150 feet of the back patio of the Klingner mansion.
Through his sights, Yakof spotted two more sentries patrolling the backyard area. He picked the one who was closest to Team F and sent one silent shot after him. The guard’s head exploded. He stumbled headless for two steps before collapsing silently onto the grass.
The second sentry was walking through the open area with a large canine. Yakof was glad Zyablikov had put him at an angle to the mansion, or he would have had to shoot at a difficult sideward view of his target. With the PSG-1 being an automatic rifle, Yakof was able to quickly execute the human first with a swift shot through the heart, then quickly fire twice at the dog. The dog made a pitiful yelp before slouching over and collapsing near his master, whining. Yakof didn’t know where a dog’s heart was, so he fired once more into the dog’s head, taking the life from him.
“Sixteen,” Yakof mumbled to himself as a reminder of how many bullets he had left in his clip. “Area 1 secure,” Yakof reported.
“A-4, move out,” Zyablikov instructed. “A-3, A-5, follow.”
Gremis Nukludko left the main group to catch up with Team F. Liutoboets and Tatomir crept along slowly, in the shadows of the wall.
Straz pulled out his pistol with the silencer screwed on and blasted the large-wattage motion light on the back corner of the mansion. Team F crept inside the new darkness toward the patio and its large sliding glass door. Nukludko crept around the corner and located a large metal box attached to the wall of the mansion. He severed the phone line to the mansion and shorted the central junction box that supplied power to the east wing of the mansion. This would buy Zyablikov the amount of time he needed before any external forces came onto the premises. The far side of the mansion would still have power, but this was irrelevant. The only thing that worried him was the possibility that one of the guards could have a cellular phone and might have the brains to call for the authorities before attempting to investigate the situation. On the other hand, a lot of private security agencies and bodyguards liked to be the heroes. This could be to Zyablikov’s favor tonight. He hoped all the guards were the cowboy types and that no one would call for outside assistance.
Olimpan gave the hand signal for Team F to stay put. She then crept onto the large patio without a sound and quickly approached the door. She held a baseball-sized semi-sphere, which she pressed against the patio glass near the door handle. She turned the semi-sphere counterclockwise, released it, and then turned it again to complete one rotation. When she removed the semi-sphere, attached to it was a circle of glass from the patio door. Olimpan reached inside and carefully curled her wrist around to unlock the patio door from the inside.
“Breach 1 complete,” Olimpan reported.
“A-4, report status.”
“Breach 2 complete. Ground lines cut. Power cut,” Nukludko reported.
Zyablikov instructed Team F. “Move in. You have five minutes.”
Olimpan signaled the team to move in, then Team F and Nukludko slipped onto the patio in the darkness. Olimpan eased open the patio door and heard the two rapid beeps as the alarm waited for someone to press the deactivation code. The assignment briefing had indicated these beeps were not supposed to occur. The security system was run through the phone lines, which had been cut.
“Security line still active,” Olimpan reported. “Please advise.”
“A-4, Breach 2 is incomplete,” Zyablikov relayed to Nukludko.
Nukludko looked at the severed wire and did not understand how the phone line could still be active. He turned on his tiny flashlight and inspected the severed wire. He then saw the brand name of the security device: Kamodo. It was the most complicated and expensive security system ever created. Though the phone lines were severed, the system now relied on a gigantic battery backup. The silent alarm could still go off, but no call would be transmitted to the Kamodo station through the telephone line. The call would be transmitted via satellite, which would take minutes rather than seconds. The backup was buried underground and was totally inaccessible.
“Kamodo security system does not allow second breach,” Nukludko replied. “Ground line is cut, and power is out. Alert will be relayed by sat.”
“ETA of sat relay?” Zyablikov asked.
“Two minutes, maximum,” Nukludko replied.
Zyablikov understood that he actually had a little more time than this by way of logistics; the estate was quite a distance from the nearest police station. Zyablikov assumed Klingner wanted it this way, since he had his own private police.
“Move in,” Zyablikov instructed Team F. “You have two minutes.”
Team F moved inside the mansion to the living room. They had each worn night-vision goggles, which also were equipped to spot infrared beams. Each team member carried with him or her rapid-fire weapons with silencers attached. Except for Olimpan, who toted a Benelli M-1 Super 90 12-gauge shotgun. The 14-inch barrel allowed her to move in and out of the rooms without having to maneuver the weapon. It was a specialized entry gun; one blast was enough to kill any man. Its mere five-shot magazine concerned her at times, however. The gun was capable of carrying more, but then she would have to extend the barrel. This would make the shotgun longer, more of a burden, and impossible to maneuver quickly. In the Pit, they always convinced her that large amounts of ammunition were not needed. “If you need a lot of ammunition for a covert operation, you’re doing something wrong,” she remembered her assault instructor saying. Still, Olimpan would not have minded a few more rounds, just in case. There were no rules in her occupation. Anything could happen.
All the intruders wore black uniforms and soft-soled shoes that enabled them to move quickly without a sound. Team F performed a brief sweep of the living room to spot any infrared beams.
Still outside, A-3, Liutoboets, swung around to the back of the patio. He quietly placed several brick-sized devices on the patio and activated them. He then sprinted away from the patio, disappearing into a dark corner where the patio met with the back wall of the mansion. Like a statue shrouded in the darkness, he stood sentry there until A-4 was in place.
After finishing with the circuit box, Nukludko crawled under the patio and lay, belly–down, in the dirt like a snake waiting for its prey. Liutoboets slowly positioned his banana-clipped UMP-45 where he could fire if the need arose.
A-5, Tatomir, crept in the shadows along the back of the house until he was under Klingner’s bedroom windows. Then, aiming precisely, he tossed a grapple hook over the roof of the mansion, where it landed with a muffled clang. He gave the rope a firm tug before he quietly shimmied his way upward.
“A-2, give me a reading,” Tatomir requested.
Yakof looked through his infrared scope into Klingner’s bedroom, and through the heavy curtains, he saw two figures. Both were moving, but from the mass of colors that he saw through his scope, he could not tell what they were doing. They were standing very close together. “Two inside the room,” he reported to Liutoboets.
In the bedroom of the Klingner mansion, Gary Klingner was dressed in a leather vest, leather boots, and nothing else. There was a naked teenage girl with a ball gag in her mouth tied to the bedpost. Whip marks and blood covered her stomach and chest from Klingner’s cat-o’-nine-tails. Tears streamed down the girl’s face, but her captor didn’t seem to notice.
The night had begun with exhilaration for Kelly Bainbridge, but not now. Now she was receiving more than she had bargained for. The thought of sex with a multi-billionaire had at first intrigued her. But little by little, with her hands tied up and a ball gag stuffed in her mouth, the tide had begun to change from excitement to horror.
Until tonight, she had not believed a U.S. senator’s daughter would ever have to worry about the deranged segment of society. She had always been protected from and had not suffered the treacherous and the uncertain. Tonight was different. She had stepped out on her own—and no one even knew where she was. Tonight, there was no one to protect her, and she could not even scream at this sick man to tell him who her father was or that her uncle was the head of the CIA. The young girl didn’t realize that inside the Klingner estate, it didn’t matter who her father was; Klingner was the Poppa.
The affair had begun as flirty chatting on the Internet over a month ago. Tonight it had descended into sadistic inhumanity. Kelly realized with growing terror that her captor did not even view her as a person but as a mere object to entertain him. She was like a circus animal or a new toy to him. She knew the guards could hear her screaming before she was gagged, and she did not understand why no one came running to her rescue her.
Klingner was enjoying himself to the utmost. The whips and leather excited him, as did the control. An enthusiastic sadomasochist, Klingner was further turned on by the fear the young girl displayed. Her eyes were wide with terror, and deep behind the ball gag, she was screaming.
She wondered what the newspaper on the bedroom floor was for, and when Klingner brought it over to her, she became puzzled—and more terrified, as well.
For Kelly, everything moved in slow motion. It was like a sick dream she could not wake up from. She pulled at her restraints violently as Klingner placed the newspaper by her feet and lit a match. Kelly shook her head frantically as the flames flitted about, trying to ignite. Klingner removed a green squirt gun from his dresser and aimed at Kelly’s young body. He happily squirted several times at her, like a kid playing cops and robbers. Kelly soon caught a whiff of the gasoline on her body and screamed behind the gag once again. And again. And again.
Olimpan pointed to the infrared beams attempting to block the way to the staircase. It was a series of beams running from across the large lobby at a series of heights. There was a large diagonal one from the northwest corner to the southeast corner. Team F quickly looked around the room for guards or moving objects. There were none.
Straz gave Olimpan a thumbs-up signal. Olimpan placed her M1 Super 90 on the floor and then swiftly maneuvered her way through the infrared beams. She turned, bridged, and twisted her body in turn to avoid each beam, somersaulting into a sideward roll to get under the last beam. It was a fantastic display of gracefulness and athleticism. She came out on the other side of the beams in less than nine seconds and rolled into the bottom of the stairwell with a soft thunk. Her name, Olympics, was well earned. She stood up and spotted the beam-control switch at the top of the stairwell. Suddenly, two shots were fired from Straz’s gun. An unseen guard had emerged around the corner, a move for which he had paid the ultimate price. The guard took a bullet in the side and loudly tumbled down the steps. Olimpan quickly raced up the steps and stopped the guard’s noisy descent. She pulled her large knife from the leg holster of her black combat suit and slit the guard’s throat from ear to ear, silencing him quietly.
“One minute,” Zyablikov reported.
Still beyond the estate, watching through the sights on their high-powered rifles, Lugor and Yakof saw commotion amongst the guards on the roof. They were rushing toward the east wing.
“Breach detected,” Yakof reported to the teams.
Olimpan quickly ran up the staircase, with not quite the stealth of her previous movements. She turned the beam-control knob counterclockwise. The beams suddenly, almost eerily, disappeared. Olimpan aggressively gave the ‘‘move’’ signal, and Team F quickly caught up to her. The four night soldiers sprinted up to the third floor of the mansion, and Straz handed Olimpan back her shotgun.
Before they turned into the corridor toward Klingner’s bedroom, they knelt in a single-file line.
Olimpan reported. “Level three,” she informed Zyablikov. She pulled a thin device from her suit.
“One thirty,” Zyablikov replied, checking his watch.
Olimpan extended the antenna-like pole. Fastened to it was a tiny square mirror. Without exposing her body, she extended the mirror around the corner at floor level and tilted the mirror up. She slowly raised the mirror and stopped when she saw four guards positioned strategically along the corridor. She could not take out one without the others seeing it. With two hand signals, she informed her team of the four armed guards around the corner.
Shotgun in hand, Olimpan peeped her head around the corner. Team F swiftly and silently slid around the corner, positioning themselves belly-down on the black marble floor. They immediately opened silent automatic gunfire. No silencer existed for the M1 shotgun, so Olimpan did not shoot.
The corridor was dimly lit, and while the guards returned fire immediately, one ran into Klingner’s bedroom. Without night-vision goggles, Klingner’s troops had poor aim. All of Team F sent Teflon-coated bullets through the air at their targets with nearly perfect aim. The loud return fire echoed throughout the mansion, and suddenly, the ceiling became alive with light.
Klingner watched with eager eyes as the flames burned Kelly’s body. Suddenly, the door burst open and the captain of Klingner’s armed forces ran through the door.
“Mr. Klingner!” the captain exclaimed. “We have armed intruders!”
As the captain locked the bedroom door, Klingner quickly rushed over to his nightstand, pulled out a loaded .38 caliber revolver, and then ran into the master bathroom. The captain knelt behind the bed and got prepared to open fire with his automatic weapon when the intruders came in. Both men had left the screaming woman tied to the bedpost with the mild flames still roasting her.
Outside, Lugor and Yakof witnessed guards running across the roof to the east wing and started to fire rapidly at the moving targets. About every other silent shot, a guard would drop, fatally wounded. The lights were now on in the east wing, and through the giant windows of the mansion, Lugor and Yakof were able to spot the guards rushing to the commotion, like ants to a mound of sugar.
“Guards are on full alert,” Yakof reported from the tree.
“A-5, report.”
“Breach 3 almost complete,” Tatomir replied outside Klingner’s window.
“ETC,” Zyablikov requested.
“Fifteen seconds.”
Inside Klingner’s bedroom, the sturdy wooden door was opened by silent gunfire. The captain blasted into the doorway but hit no one. The doorway was empty. Nesignev tossed a flash-bang canister into the room and signaled to Team F.
“Entry flash in three,” Nesignev warned Tatomir, who was still in the window. Tatomir closed his eyes.
Three seconds later, an ear-splitting explosion erupted along with a blinding light.
Tatomir opened his eyes. Using his black semi-sphere, in a moment, he pulled a smooth circle of glass from the window. Like Olimpan, he unlocked the window from the inside. From his position, he could see the lights in the corridor on and wondered how this was possible with the power lines cut. He scanned the room before he opened the window. He saw the captain crouched behind the bed somewhat disoriented from the blinding flash. He also saw a naked young woman tied to the bedpost. Seeing that the captain had lost himself in the confusion, Tatomir stuck the barrel of his weapon into the circle in the window he had created and lost no time in the captain’s swift execution. He returned his pistol back to his belt, looking around amidst the smoke for any other possible threats. He did not see Klingner and realized he was hiding in the bathroom. He glanced at the girl, still tied up, gagged and burning. He opened and climbed through the window entering the room. Tatomir did not want to leave a witness and decided to put Kelly Bainbridge out of her misery with a silent bullet to the head.
“All clear in Area 3,” Tatomir reported.
Olimpan motioned for Team F to move in, and Tatomir motioned to the bathroom door with a fist, signaling that the target was inside. Straz closed what was left of the bedroom door, shutting off the light source for the target. With concentrated automatic fire, the bathroom door easily gave way, and Klingner blasted away in his dark bathroom at his assailants. The only light filtering in was from the bullet holes in the corridor doorway, and it was not enough to aim by. His bedroom was extremely large, and the outside corridor was 40 feet away. Klingner could not see the night assassins anywhere in the room. He only saw darkness all around him, and fired once more into it. He knew they were in the room. He had heard the captain slump to the floor, and he smelled the smoke from his bedroom. He tasted the fear that was in his heart.
“Please!” he exclaimed. “I have money! Whoever is paying you, I’ll double it!”
By the window, through his night-vision goggles, Tatomir observed Nesignev crawling through the bathroom door, belly-down. Karandei followed, also crawling on his elbows, slithering along like a snake.
“Target attempting bribery,” Tatomir reported.
Zyablikov took a moment to think. With the sudden change of events, he definitely did need funding. Neither he nor his comrades could go back to their lives as civilians once the Spymaster returned to Russia. He had been wondering how he would fund his living without any income. This was perhaps the one chance he had for a financial resolution, and he could not pass on it.
“F-1, if there is a safe in the bedroom, take the money,” Zyablikov instructed Olimpan.
“Where is this money?” Olimpan called out to Klingner.
Nesignev and Karandei halted their advance toward Klingner.
“There is a safe behind the painting on the wall,” Klingner cried. “I will open it if you promise to let me live!”
“You have my word,” Olimpan replied. “Put the gun down now.”
Klingner reluctantly tossed the gun into the bathtub.
Outside in the treetops, Yakof was looking through the large window, observing the horde of guards running through the corridor. “We have a riot going on out here,” he reported to Olimpan. “We need to evacuate.”
Klingner stood up, and instinctively, Nesignev and Karandei rolled out of the way in the opposite direction. Klingner heard them and screamed.
“Calm down, Klingner,” Olimpan instructed. “Walk out of the bathroom slowly. Walk toward the painting on the wall.”
Olimpan then motioned for Straz to position himself by the bedroom doorway and secure the perimeter. Tatomir took post by the window, and Nesignev and Karandei slithered out of the bathroom behind Klingner.
“I can’t see you,” Klingner pleaded.
“Don’t worry about me. We can see you. Walk over to the painting and open the safe. You have 40 seconds before I think you are stalling and I kill you.”
Straz motioned for Karandei and Nesignev to approach the bedroom door. With the corridor lights, he could easily see several armed guards rapidly creeping through the corridor.
Klingner walked toward a large picture on the north wall of his bedroom. Through the goggles, Olimpan saw it was a portrait of Klingner himself. He quickly slid the painting to the right and turned the dial on the safe rapidly. He tugged, and the safe…wouldn’t open. Olimpan hit him across the head with her shotgun barrel.
Klingner cried out. “Let me try again!” Klingner cried. “I’m just nervous! Please!”
“Four minutes,” Zyablikov reported.
“One more time. If the safe does not open, your head will,” Olimpan warned.
Klingner turned the dial to clear it, and then attempted the combination once more.
Straz heard more guards coming up to the third floor. From the doorway with his UMP-45, he obliterated the ceiling lights in the corridor near the bedroom. Darkness would add an advantage. His team was the only one with advanced night equipment. Straz, Nesignev, and Karandei each took different firing positions in the doorway and waited for the guards to come into view from either side of the hallway.
“F-1, tell your men to get out of the hallway. I can eliminate some of the threats from here,” Yakof reported, watching the creeping guards in infrared. From 1100 feet away, he could not tell Klingner’s men from Team F through the gigantic corridor window. Olimpan could not leave Klingner to pass the message to Straz, who was by the doorway with his back turned to her. The other men could not hear the message over the gunshots. They had opened fire on the guards to keep them at a distance, and there was heavy return fire.
Klingner tugged at the safe once again, and it did not open.
“You are stalling,” Olimpan growled.
“No!” he cried. “One last chance, I beg you.”
Machine gun fire came from outside the bedroom, and Olimpan heard the sound of a helicopter outside the bedroom window.
Hearing no response to Yakof from Olimpan, Zyablikov stepped in. “Olimpan, are all of Team F out of the corridor?”
“Yes, Iceman,” Olimpan replied.
In the darkness, Klingner gave Olimpan a puzzled look. “Excuse me?” he said.
“Thirty more seconds. Three strikes and you’re out,” Olimpan warned.
“A-2, green light,” Zyablikov instructed Yakof.
Yakof opened fire on anyone in the corridor. He saw bodies drop in infrared. “Five,” Yakof counted to himself.
“Audio of aerial support,” Olimpan reported to Zyablikov.
Klingner turned the dial on the safe again.
From a mile away, Lugor saw a helicopter rise above the estates. “Chopper on premises,” Lugor reported.
“Team F, pull out with target,” Zyablikov instructed. “A-1, code blue.”
Olimpan waited until Klingner finished his last try, and sure enough, the safe popped open. There was a black suitcase imprinted with a unique emblem on it, a silver handgun, some jewelry, a large envelope with the same unique emblem, and a mini compact disc.
“Thank you for your cooperation.” Olimpan grinned in the darkness. She then shot Klingner in the heart with a tranquilizer. He crumpled to the ground as Olimpan grabbed everything out of the safe and signaled Tatomir to retrieve Klingner. Tatomir lifted Klingner, slung him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and ran toward the window. He grabbed the rope, hopped over the large windowsill with Klingner, and slid down to the ground.
Olimpan unzipped her combat suit and followed after, stuffing everything inside of it, with the suitcase dangling from her left hand.
“Positive. Repeat: Mission is positive,” Olimpan reported, tossing a brick-shaped device onto the floor.
“Team F, move out!” Olimpan shouted to her teammates. Straz quickly tossed a gas bomb and watched it explode in the corridor before he moved into the bedroom.
Karandei and Nesignev hopped through the open window and slid down the rope after Olimpan. With their gloved hands, they were able to slide down the rope as fast as gravity would carry them. Olimpan looked up toward the sound of a helicopter and saw one hovering over the estates with its searchlight, scanning the landscape. Olimpan and Tatomir dashed toward the back of the estates, toward the hole in the gate through which they had entered.
Lugor got his anti-tank missile launcher from beside him. He had given Zyablikov a puzzled look when he had been instructed to bring this along, but he now silently praised Zyablikov as he looked through the sights of the weapon.
Olimpan signaled toward Nukludko to move out as the helicopter found Karandei sprinting toward the edge of the estate. Nukludko moved from under the porch and opened fire at the helicopter. When Nukludko saw that his teammates, Liutoboets and Tatomir, were safely away from the porch, and when the last member of Team F was a safe enough distance from the ground, he detonated the bombs that had been placed earlier on the porch. They were meant to deter any brave souls who wanted to give anything resembling pursuit out the back door. A second later, the plastic explosive that was in the bedroom was detonated, neutralizing the possibility of anyone following them down the rope.
“A-2, pursuit report,” Zyablikov requested.
Yakof searched through the wall with his infrareds. He looked into the bedroom, then in the patio entrance room. He saw no followers in either room. The explosives had been effective. “Area 3 still secure. First breach area still secure,” he reported.
Nukludko and Liutoboets continued to fire at the chopper until their magazines were emptied. They had forced the shooter to keep himself inside the helicopter, but the helicopter refused to let Karandei out of its spotlight. Olimpan and Tatomir continued to race toward their exit, and suddenly, the helicopter began to open automatic fire on Karandei.
“F-2 taking fire from aerial support. Please advise,” Olimpan requested.
“Continue positive course,” Zyablikov instructed. “A-1, report status.”
“Code blue,” Lugor replied.
Atop the steep hill, Lugor locked on to the helicopter, pulled the curved lever down, and pushed the fire panel. In four seconds, the helicopter turned into a cloud of orange flame and black smoke. The pilot had only had enough time to see the projectile for an instant before it smashed into him, bringing him instant death and eternal darkness. Both teams moved toward the exit. With the orange cloud lighting up the sky, more guards from the corridor and roof were able to see the fleeing assailants. Moving quickly, they began to smash the corridor’s windows with the butts of their machine guns and with statues from the corridor, then immediately opened fire on the escaping intruders.
Lugor switched back to the Barrett rifle and fired at the corridor guards. He then realized two things at once: His five-shot magazine was empty, and he didn’t have much time. The trail of smoke from the rocket had given away his position. Though it was dark, he still didn’t like the fact that someone might have easily seen the large spark, heard the blast, or visually followed the trail of smoke to where it had come from.
Yakof fired back at the guards with his rifle. Each shot was precise, but with Lugor down for those several moments, it was impossible to provide total coverage.
Liutoboets had put in a new clip in his UMP-45 and sprayed upward to the corridor windows toward the aggressive guards.
Klingner’s men all dropped to the ground and lay flat on their stomachs. Liutoboets retreated instantly as he realized he was on a declined area and at an impossible angle. He ran toward his exit.
Yakof knew he was almost out of ammunition. He knew Lugor was probably out also. He would have to reload quickly.
With Klingner still strapped to his shoulder, Tatomir continued to run as fast as he could toward the exit gate. The orange cloud was disintegrating now, and darkness started to settle in again. Yakof saw Tatomir approach the gate with Klingner. He squeezed the last bullets out of his PSG-1 at the guards still alive in the corridor, then quickly got down out of his tree and ran over to meet Tatomir. They both disappeared into the forest with Klingner.
After he slipped in another magazine, Lugor was able to cover Nesignev and Karandei as they approached the exit. Karandei and Nesignev were the next pair to appear at the gate and trotted off into the forest toward their rendezvous vehicle. Liutoboets and Nukludko reached the gate next. They, too, headed off into the thick woods. As Straz saw everyone else had safely exited the premises, he scurried through the hole in the gate also.
“All out,” Lugor reported to Zyablikov. He terminated his connection and packed up his equipment.
Chapter 2
“I trust this rendezvous is necessary, comrade,” Devin commented to his colleague. “You know time is money in most situations.”
“Indeed, this is necessary. As necessary as another considerable paycheck.”
“I am no longer interested in mercenary operations,” Devin sighed.
“Jokes are unlike you. I pray you are not serious.”
“Dead serious. Now, what have you brought me here for?” Devin asked with slight agitation in his voice.
“I was hoping to offer you great tidings of another job.”
“I am not interested. The last assignment proved to be quite successful. I have the greatest accountants in the world pulling their hair out, trying to find places to hide the payment. Not to mention their outrageous commissions.”
“Do not tell me that you have lost interest in money, friend.”
“No. I have lost interest in risk. Just as the risk I have partaken in meeting with you.”
“Well, I have arranged a meeting with a well-paying client. A referral of Klingner’s. We are to recover a stolen painting in an art museum. Absolute child’s play. We are not looking to make as much as the last job, but this assignment is worth at least a quarter billion. If you are not interested, I beg of you—let me execute the operation.”
“Your offer is ridiculous. My resources are not for rent.” Devin did not hide his anger. “Is that all, Simon?”
“Monix, I would like you to reconsider—”
“No,” Devin uttered dryly.
“Look, Raven and I have already arranged a meeting with these individuals…in perhaps 35 hours. At least stand by and listen to the client.”
Devin was now irate. “Do you mean to tell me you have gotten Raven involved in an unauthorized job? She has already met the client without my knowledge? Do we know anything about this client? Have we established a relationship? Was the meeting location secure? Did you not think of any of these concerns before you brought an outsider to the inner circle?”
“Look, Monix, the client is a colleague of Gary’s in the same organization. The meeting place was at his house. Since there really was no briefing to give Raven, she was assisted by me through transmission. I could hear every word of the conversation, and I made sure the proper information was given. The client is desperate and will be willing to compensate us greatly for our services.”
Devin was silent. It was all he could do to keep from screaming at the man in front of him. A reject. A damn reject from the organization that Dennis Garret now ran. A reject from the Pit, the intense and vicious secret Russian project that had created the most merciless group of spies and assassins the world had ever seen. They had been trained and groomed since birth in “the Pit”, the Spymaster’s term for his wicked, secret training camps. It was there that innocent newborn children were bred into killing machines. Devin reflected back to the day the Spymaster had come to him with a dilemma. The dilemma was that this gifted subject had developed a severe case of asthma. Despite his physical impairment, he was mentally more advanced than the others. In matters of intelligence, logic, comprehension, and reasoning, he was the unparalleled best. The subject, named Cory Collins at the time, was five years old and had been eugenically bred, like the other children in the program. His exposure to too much precluded his release into society, but he was too young to pose any real threat against the project. Cory was thought to be dead by all other members of this network of children. The simulated burial and funeral ceremony that the Pit instructors had performed had been used as psychological tactics in the Pit for the control of the other children. Since there was no way that Cory Collins could participate in combat or endure the intense training, Devin volunteered to take Cory as his own, as an alternative to Cory’s execution. He trained Cory never to speak of what he had seen and experienced as a child, and Cory knew what would happen if he did. As time passed and Cory became older, his memories of the Pit had faded. What Devin didn’t know was that Cory realized he was some type of a reject of something. He didn’t know the purpose of his childhood training, or the significance of his having not even the slightest physical flaw. Despite this, he somehow understood that for whatever reason, he was not accepted into the organization with the children he had eaten, slept, drank, fought, trained, and lived with for five years.
Though he could no longer remember any of the faces of the children in the organization he had been a part of, he remembered the pain of being taken away from them.
He remembered the boy Dennis Garret, and how he could solve all the strategy puzzles given to them before everyone else. He remembered wondering why only two girls were among his old classmates. Cory still thought back angrily and wondered why he had been removed without reasoning, but he knew an inquiry would mean his death. He knew he had been as physically in shape as the other kids. He could solve the puzzles and pass the tests just as well as the other kids. But he had still been rejected.
Devin had taken the role of a neglectful father and renamed Cory to Simon, which was the name now imprinted on his driver’s license and Social Security card. Simon soon understood his father to be Monix Powers, codenamed Devin. Simon had called him Dad until he had graduated from high school. After that, he hadn’t bothered with the title unless the two were in public. Devin worked for the National Reconnaissance Office and had access to all satellites and other covert information. Another benefit to his double-agent position in the NRO was that he was able to get Simon a job as an NRO operative. Whenever any American intelligence was needed, Devin and Simon would have it at their fingertips. Devin was just about third in charge of the entire organization, and Simon had access to all operative equipment. A father-and-son mole in the NRO was a dangerous weapon for any organization to have, and most individuals didn’t know the NRO existed. Simon was indeed a splendid operative for Devin. Any information Devin needed would be on his desk within 15 minutes, no excuses. No one dared go over Simon’s actions with a fine-toothed comb, with his father being one of the NRO principals. Moreover, Devin could be seen with this operative anywhere, any place, and at any time without suspicion. An added bonus to it all was that Simon was also a master of disguise. He could be anyone, from an old woman to a man of any race, religion, or creed. Devin was also impressed by this. It had been a very worthwhile investment to take the child as his own.
Simon indeed held a bitter envy toward the other children who had gotten to stay among their friends. Lately, piece by piece, he had figured out what organization he had been excluded from and was now even more resentful.
“What in the world is flowing through your brain?” Devin uttered. “You had an open transmission of a meeting with our client? A 12-year-old with his walkie-talkie tuned in to the right station could hear a meeting between the client and Raven. I question your intelligence.”
“Relax,” Simon said in comforting tones. “The transmission was looped through the satellites, just as you taught me to do. There is no way the transmission could have been traced.”
Devin was silent again in disbelief. Then his anger boiled over. “You used NRO satellites for this? Surely, you’ve been caught by the satellite surveillance equipment!”
Simon was calm. “Not a chance. I duplicated the method you used in the last job. I do work with the equipment every day, you know.”
“Yes, I am aware of this,” Devin replied. “You have clearly engaged in unauthorized use of NRO equipment and unauthorized contact with my liaison, and the foremost breach of protocol here is the authorization of an assignment I have not approved. Who in the hell do you think you are, Simon?”
“Let me understand something here, Monix. I understood that my role was to filter our clientele, just as on the last job. I’ve made several major decisions without consulting you, and you were aware of this. It didn’t seem to be an issue. I used the same methods that were used in the previous operations. All of a sudden now, I perform these same tasks and am reprimanded. I am wondering why this is.”
“It is not your job to wonder. It is your job to do exactly as I say, in the manner in which I expect it to be performed, with the highest degree of perfection humanly possible. This is a dangerous game you play here, Simon, and I want you to understand the severe repercussions for such careless actions such as these you present to me now.”
“I don’t understand your anger. I have duplicated the methodology you created for similar circumstances. Why are there now complications?”
“Questions are something I never liked, and this time is no exception. From day one, you have been taking orders—orders from no one but me, and updates given to no one but me. Why in heaven’s name would you deviate from this?”
“There has been no deviation. The same way I acquired the last client, I have acquired this one. Nothing has changed except your attitude. I had expected you to be rather pleased.”
“I am the opposite of ‘rather pleased.’ I am outraged that you had the audacity to set up a meeting without my permission.”
“I set up the last meeting without playing Mother May I. You were the sudden opportunist, and the job went like clockwork. Now the same situation has duplicated itself, and there is frustration in your voice. It is my understanding that the organization is still in your power. Is this correct?”
“There will be no more contacts, no more gathering of clientele, no more mercenary operations, and, most importantly, there will be no more questions!”
Simon made no response. He did not quite understand Monix’s anger. Was it indeed true that Monix had lost control of the organization that had performed the impossible, the organization which he had been rejected from? Why was Devin so perturbed that he had found another job? He’d had used the same methods for contact, and the client was from the same organization. Nothing had changed.
“What would you like me to do about this?” Simon asked.
“Cancel the arrangement, immediately, then pretend it never happened.”
“I’m just supposed to cancel the appointment? What about our reputation?”
“There is no reputation. There is no organization, so there can be no reputation. You have placed this situation in your lap. You will remove it, and very quietly. You are dismissed.”
__________________.__________________
“All right, all check,” Jester said through the IAT, requesting a roll call of all six AEGIS members. The Alpha Emergency Global Initiative Sector had but one mission: Find and neutralize every Pit operative and whomever they were affiliated with. They had codenamed the complex enemy organization Amerus. Amerus had proven to be the fiercest, most intelligent and fearless organization AEGIS had ever encountered.
“Check one,” Sparrow reported.
“Check two. On the way,” Vadar replied from a helicopter sitting next to Hammer returning from the medical lab.
“Check three,” Jester said.
“Check four,” Jackal said, sitting next to Jester, Sparrow, and Felix.
“Check five,” Felix said.
“Check six,” Hammer reported with Vadar from the helicopter.
“All right,” Jester started, “we have here an organization that has filtered deep into our sources of intelligence as well as our resources. I suspect the unthinkable. I know that some top-ranking officers in our government agencies are part of this. The contact codenamed Raven was found in our database. Leona Maria Rally— roots from Great Britain. She is pretty much a freelancer. She’s been out of sight for the past six years. Does a little work for the French here and there, but mostly for Great Britain. She’s about 60, a legal citizen of the United States, but definitely not capable of running this operation. She is just a front. This brings up a new issue. Raven has no connection with Russia, nor any deep connections within the United States. Why would this organization let her into their circle, and furthermore, how would they find her? Whoever is in charge has access to a deep fountain of intelligence. It is known that Raven only works high-profile cases, and in order to employ her, it takes a certain kind of research. She’s not exactly listed in the Yellow Pages.”
“Perhaps I’ll ask her for references at the meeting tomorrow,” Felix offered in jest.
“Well, whatever the case may be,” Hammer started, “she is affiliated with the enemy organization and must be neutralized, as our objective states.”
“Of course, Hammer,” Jester agreed, “but the scary part comes in when I tell you about the transmission. From the Klingner mansion, there was a transmission besides ours. When I tried to trace the signal to a source, I couldn’t get anything. Then I figured out why. The transmission was being relayed through satellites. Not just any satellites—our satellites. American manufactured, American launched. These operatives have ties to the highest levels of our technology, plus access to American technical equipment. We need to uproot Amerus immediately.”
“I agree,” Hammer said through the IAT. “Everyone sit tight; Vadar and I are on the way with a special guest.”
“When the suspects take our phony job at the art museum, they will have no idea what they are about to receive,” Sparrow commented, remembering the blow she had received from Kalisa in the darkness on the cruise ship, just before Amerus blew up an FBI patrol boat and killed several civilians. They now understood the bomb had just been cover for the rescue of one of their own members, and the foiled assassination attempt on the Russian Spymaster Boris Kapitnov.
“I had some luck with the cruise ship messages,” Jackal reported. “There wasn’t much dialogue at all, mainly signals, but my hypothesis is intriguing: I believe the man Felix sent the beach patrol after was the one masterminding the operation.”
“Interesting,” Felix replied. “What makes you say that?”
“Well, there was a sudden change of the phrase to set the bomb off. It was changed to ‘officer.’ I thought that to be somewhat unusual.”
“How could he give orders with police searching his ship?” Sparrow asked.
“I read over the report several times,” Jackal replied. “The boat they used was tiny. That would indicate that the officers were definitely within listening range of him. I’m honestly not sure how he pulled it off.”
“Do you think the Coast Patrol were in on it?” Hammer asked, landing the helicopter on a heliport.
“He wouldn’t have had to change the phrase if they were. The man was identified as Dennis Garret. The FBI is already searching for him, with no luck. It looks like he hasn’t been back to his house in a week. There was nothing out of the ordinary during the search at his house, just a registered handgun. A PPK stainless, fully loaded. The man paid taxes, worked flexible hours at a warehouse on the overnight shift, stocking inventory. No wife, no kids, no known affiliates. Neighbors say he was the quiet kind of guy that kept to himself. We didn’t find any equipment or paraphernalia that would indicate he could have pulled this off. I thought the boat might have been stolen, but the report says the officers checked the man's identification. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that he’s now missing, either.”
“Do we have a visual?” Vadar asked, jumping down from the helicopter.
“It is waiting for you right here,” Jackal replied.
“We’ve just landed,” Hammer announced. He followed Vadar out of the chopper.
“There were also no leads on the accountants so far. I can’t find any trace of Klingner’s payment for the Yuklivitch assassination,” Jackal reported. “I’ve had the FBI look into every nook and cranny I can think of. I have checked into the accountants I believe could pull this off and got nothing. I’m sure Amerus didn’t do this for free, so I’ll keep looking, but it doesn’t look good. These accountants are as good as I thought they would be. Remember that this man has billionaires across the globe to assist him. This will take a little time. The computer didn’t find any transactions that were out of the ordinary, either.”
“Well, there are two secondary motives that drive any organization of this caliber,” Vadar said. “The first one is money. The second one is the fear of quality intelligence about them being reported to persons that have the ability to shut them down. Since we do not have a valid source of intelligence for this organization, we have made one. If they do not respond properly to the art-museum operation, they will surely respond to this. Felix, I haven’t had a chance to look at the recording yet, but I did get the picture of Raven that Jester transmitted. Give me a quick mental image.”
Felix closed his eyes and thought. “She was good, Vadar. Charisma, charm…and sent out that business-like aura with sex appeal.”
“Sex appeal?” Sparrow asked. “She was 60 years old. She’s someone’s crotchety grandmother.”
“I don’t know, but it was there somewhere,” Felix responded. “I didn’t say she was attractive. I said she had sex appeal. I don’t know where it came from, but it was there. She had a glamorous air about her, too. She was alluring. Well-educated, rich, and relaxed was the mental image I got. Though she was trying to speak innocently, there was still a predatory air about her. She was definitely about business, I assure you. She never once brought up price or payment, so I figure she was being paid in a one-time fee, not commission. I looked into all of her accounts, and she hasn’t been paid yet. She has some overseas accounts, one in Switzerland. I haven’t looked at those yet. You know how that stuff goes. I have some FBI agents following her until the meeting.”
AEGIS wasn’t really worried about the accounting evidence, but it might help point them in the right direction. All six of the AEGIS operatives knew the grand dame Raven would never see the inside of a courthouse.
A minute later, Vadar and Hammer walked through the door with an unknown man.
“This is the captured scuba diver from the Spymaster’s assassination attempt,” Vadar announced.
“The buzzard pulled through, huh,” Jackal noticed.
“No, this is an android. A robot constructed carefully by the computer using the Amerus operative’s DNA,” Vadar explained. “It looks just like him, for all intents and purposes. But it can’t talk, speak, or understand a word you are saying. It has no memory—”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, Doc,” Jackal cut him off. “We know all that. Now, what’s the plan?”
“We have identified the captured man as Chris Williams, a U.S. citizen. On the news tonight, this man’s mug will be flashed all over the nation. The story will be that he is singing like a canary. All we need to do is show that he’s alive, breathing, in our custody—and talking. Hopefully, the terrorist organization in question will attempt to silence this man. When they do, we’ll be waiting.”
“The bait is not really alive, is he?” Sparrow asked.
“You can’t get living DNA from dead DNA. This is not Jurassic Park,” Jester quipped.
“Do we have that visual on the mastermind of the cruise-ship job?” Vadar cut in.
“Right here,” Felix responded, sliding a picture of Dennis Garret to Vadar.
Vadar recognized him instantly. “This is the coffee bandit from the Yuklivitch assassination.” AEGIS took a closer look.
“Wow. It certainly is,” Felix agreed.
Felix brought up the picture of the coffee suspect they had run through the database before. “Great disguise,” Felix admired. “That’s him, though. The database couldn’t pull anything before because we didn’t have his face the first time. He had on a wig, shades, and a hat, and we only had the side of his face that was covered up by the wig. There was really nothing the computer had to go on but some hair. It was the disguise and that crappy side-angle view.”
“So we found the head of the operatives,” Jackal realized. “To satisfy our objective, we need to find the liaison between Garret and Kapitnov and kill them all. You guys ready?”
“If we tag Garret, we can tag all the operatives,” Felix stated. “He’s the one truly behind Amerus, and he is the one who wanted the Spymaster dead.”
“So Johnson was lying. Devin wasn’t behind the Yuklivitch job, Garret was,” Jester noted.
“No. For payment from Gary Klingner, Devin instructed Garret and his operatives to assassinate Yuklivitch. By assassinating Yuklivitch, Klingner effectively stopped the SORT from going through so he can continue to make billions worldwide in arms sales to both sides,” Hammer replied. “That still doesn’t explain why Garret wants to kill the Spymaster.”
“Maybe he’s just tired of taking orders from the devil,” Jester suggested.
Chapter 3
Zyablikov now understood why the Spymaster had kept the teams separate, and respected his reasoning. By combining the teams, he had tripled the organization’s potency but had also tripled their vulnerability. If one of the members was captured, they now could testify to the fine details of every teams involvement, and possibly orchestrate a counter-mission.
He still didn’t understand why the ceiling lights had come on all of a sudden in the corridor when the power had been cut. He hadn’t known about the underground power backup Nukludko had reported, but after some brief research, he found that the Kamodo device for an entire mansion would cost around three million dollars, and the device was something he had never encountered before. He and Kalisa had counted the money from the suitcase—$5 million in unmarked bills with nonconsecutive serial numbers.
Zyablikov had opened the documents from the suitcase and instantly recognized the coding platform. There was also an unlabeled black mini-disc. Using a decryption program Yakof had designed, Zyablikov was able to read the coded documents on the disc as well as the accompanying coded paper documents. Yakof had also been able to get around the disc’s fail-safe device that would erase the files if they were accessed without the proper authorization code. It had taken Yakof all of 20 minutes to break into the file without it self-deleting. The code was a Beale code, meaning it was impossible to crack without the key, even by a computer. Beale codes took the words or letters from a book and assigned numerical characters for them. For instance, the number 6:10:7 would mean the sixth page, tenth line, seventh word. Luckily, the book needed to decipher the code had been inside the suitcase with the $5 million.
Zyablikov also perused through the paper documents in the envelope found in the safe. It was the chant of the Novus Ordo Mundi, the elitist secret society. Zyablikov read over it, and though it was in English, it didn’t make much sense to him.
The documents on the disc laid out the history and the entire plan for future of Novus Ordo Mundi. Together they totaled over 100 pages, and Zyablikov read each page as it printed out on his battery-powered printer.
Theirs was a finely detailed conspiracy to bring about a new world order. Zyablikov immediately noted the difference of this plot from most other conspiracies. Most giant secret societies had goals that could realistically be accomplished within the founders’ lifetimes, or perhaps some generations down the line. Novus Ordo Mundi was not set up to operate on a short-range basis. The organization had been founded and organized back in the 1760s by Adam Weishaupt, who had converted to Catholicism and later become a Catholic priest. Then, at the request of the International Financiers, he had defected from the Catholic Church and organized Novus Ordo Mundi, which was financed by the International Financiers.
In his reading, Zyablikov found that the Novus Ordo Mundi members were elitist men and women—those on the top who controlled the International Financiers in order to control, for nefarious purposes, the entire world economy. Their agents were bred, educated, and trained to be placed behind the scenes at all levels of government. Several members of the International Financiers were on the globally influential National Security Council. As experts and advisers, they molded government policy so as to further the secret plans of their invisible masters. There were records of members luring people away from righteousness by offering them money, sex, or anything they needed, whatever it took.
Zyablikov saw the word “Illuminati” on a seal in one of the documents. The document explained that the word “Illuminati” derived from “Lucifer” and meant “enlightened ones.” Judging from this document, it seemed to Zyablikov that those who directed Novus Ordo Mundi seemed to be occultists—quite possibly even satanic advocates.
The Novus Ordo Mundi members always remained behind the curtain, so to speak, unidentified and generally unsuspected. They divided to conquer, supplying arms and money to both sides of wars, instigating people to fight and kill each other in order to achieve their objectives. They fostered the terrorism of atomic warfare and deliberately caused world famine. Their primary goal was to form a single global government, to have one system through which they could eventually gain complete control of the entire world, destroying all religions and governments in the process.
The documents outlined the key tenets of the Novus Ordo Mundi plan of operation. One key goal required an underground organization to meet four objectives to help them to accomplish their purpose.
One: Power, currency, and sex were used to obtain control of men and women already in high places in the various levels of all governments and other fields of endeavor in the private sector. Once these influential persons fell prey to Novus Ordo Mundi temptations, they would be held in bondage by application of political and other forms of blackmail and subject to threats of financial ruin, public exposure, physical harm, and even death, to themselves and members of their families.
Two: The Novus Ordo Mundi members who were on the faculty at colleges and universities were to cull and cultivate students possessing exceptional mental and intellectual ability who belonged to well-bred families with international influence and investments. They would recommend them for special training in Internationalism, which was the craft of international affairs, relationships, and diplomacy. Such training was to be provided by granting special scholarships.
Zyablikov instantly recognized many of the famous American scholarships listed.
Three: Men and women of influence, once enticed or ensnared to submit to come under the control of Novus Ordo Mundi, along with the students who had been specially educated and trained, were used as agents and placed behind the scenes of all governments, hand-picked for roles as government experts and specialists. They advised the top executives to adopt policies that would, in the long run, serve the ideals of Novus Ordo Mundi's international conspiracy.
Four: Novus Ordo Mundi was to obtain absolute control of the press and all national radio and TV channels. This way, news and information could be spun to convince the masses of the necessity and benefits of a one-world government. It would be presented as the only solution to the world’s global problems.
After reading these four points of strategy, Zyablikov had to admit that America’s mass communications media was controlled at all levels and that all levels of the American government had also been infiltrated and controlled by groups like his own intelligence team—men who were in power in the American intelligence agencies and controlled certain aspects of their policy. As far back as the 1700s, Weishaupt had planned that his organization do the same thing. Only his vision was magnified a hundredfold.
The document went on to describe several other complicated plots with outcomes intended to bring about a world administration. There was even a mention of a partnership with Japan and China. In the final phases of the conspiracy, the One-World Empire was to be led by a governing body consisting of a key dictator, seemingly the head of the United Nations, a few billionaires such as Klingner himself, and scientists who’d proven their devotion to the great conspiracy. Everyone not in the governing body would be integrated into a vast conglomeration of monopolized humanity, becoming a total monotonous society, the subjugated slaves of the conspiracy.
The first step of their plan was to control the media image of certain groups. Zyablikov thought of minorities, such as African-Americans, and how the media portrayed them. He then realized the plan had been in action for decades. The next step was to take away their ability to reproduce. The document laid out several plans and strategies to accomplish these goals. Among these were (1) the endorsement of several hardcore gangster rap artists who would continuously praise and endorse homicides, narcotics, frivolous killing over a dollar, disrespect of women , and other such themes; (2) the deliberate exposure to specific, barely traceable poisons created and elementally distributed in heavily concentrated areas of minority populations; and (3) contamination of the water, air, and even earth where the food is grown.
Zyablikov was truly captivated.
He noticed that though the data outlined the entire plot for a world bureaucracy, the names at the top of the Novus Ordo Mundi network were never mentioned, though everything else was. If all the founders were dead, who was running the operation now? It seemed the document put names only where it was convenient. It contained the names of several subsidiary organizations and members, but still, it referred to these organizations as taking orders from someone called only the Master.
Zyablikov saved the files to his hard drive and then saved several backup copies on external media. After all, it really wasn’t his secret organization. The name now had clear meaning—Novus Ordo Mundi, simple Latin for New World Order.
Zyablikov walked to the next room, looked at Gary Klingner, and felt an odd sense of curiosity that such a helpless coward could be a part of such a diabolical organization bent on world domination by any means necessary. Klingner was naked, blindfolded, and tied up, but his mouth was not taped. Zyablikov was secretly playing recordings of boat horns, birds, and other irrelevant sounds, though no water or forest was near. If Klingner should somehow happen to escape, or when he contacted Raven, he would report to the authorities that he had been held near water. This would throw the investigators entirely off track and at the same time buy Zyablikov some precious days to clean up his tracks. The sounds were not authentic. They had been created from an audio synthesizer, but the simulated noises were just as lifelike as the real sounds. Zyablikov had not quite found the time to go out to the waterways and record tugboats.
Zyablikov had an electric voice-alteration device attached to his throat. He sounded like a space creature: spooky, foreign, and unrecognizable.
“Greetings, Gary Klingner,” Zyablikov groan-screeched in his new voice. “Your stay will be as painless and as brief as you like. All I want is information, and then you may leave. If you choose to withhold the information, which is inadvisable, to say the least, then your visit will be unimaginably painful.”
“What do you want?” asked a terrified Klingner, looking in the direction of the robotic voice.
“I want you to tell me who you hired to kill Yuklivitch and how you got in contact with them.”
“Who are you?”
Zyablikov hit him swiftly across the face with a tight fist. “I will ask the questions here. Once again: Who did you hire, and how did you get in contact with him? His name would be Devin.”
Klingner was silent.
Lugor stood up and walked swiftly toward Klingner with a hammer and nail. Lugor spread Klingner’s legs and yanked his scrotum forward.
“Gary Klingner, we will nail your balls to this chair if you do not answer my questions in a timely manner,” Zyablikov warned. “I hear you’re into this kind of thing anyway.”
Klingner remained silent. Lugor pushed the sharp nail into Klingner’s skin, being careful not to puncture his testicles yet. Klingner grimaced but still did not open his mouth. In response, Lugor forced the nail down into Klingner’s testicles, raised the hammer, and drove the nail into the chair.
Klingner opened his mouth wide, but nothing came out—at first. Then the air was filled with his piercing, high-pitched screams for several moments. Spittle formed in the corners of his mouth as the pain overwhelmed him. His breath came in deep gasps. Even blindfolded, he dared not look down.
“OK!” Klingner fearfully yelped when he could speak again. “I don’t know who they were. I just talked to a woman. She calls herself Raven.”
“You are lying,” Zyablikov responded. “Where is Devin?”
“I don’t know! I swear! Raven is the only person I have talked to regarding Yuklivitch. Please, you must believe me!”
“Where is Raven?” Zyablikov asked.
“I don’t know. I saw her last night before you guys got me.”
“Why was she at your house last night?”
“Someone wanted to hire them!”
“Hire who?”
“Someone wanted to hire the same group that assassinated Epifanii Yuklivitch on the steps of the White House. I introduced him to Raven.”
“Who wanted to hire them? And for what?”
“A colleague, Oscar Nelson, one of the underground heads of Microsystems, wanted to get his painting back. It was stolen from his private collection.”
“They wanted to hire the same people that did the Yuklivitch job?”
“Yes, Raven's people.”
Zyablikov was puzzled. How in the hell was anyone going to get his organization to steal a painting from a museum?
“You’re lying.”
Lugor raised the hammer again.
“No! I’m not lying; it’s the truth!”
“Prove it. Where can I find Raven?”
“I don’t know.”
“Use the Hammer,” Zyablikov instructed Lugor. Lugor raised the hammer in the air and prepared to bring it down with force.
“No! Please! I swear, I swear. I don’t know where she is. But I have a special means for communicating with her!”
Lugor looked over at Zyablikov. Without looking away from Klingner, Zyablikov held up the palm of his hand toward Lugor. Lugor did not bring the hammer down.
“How do you contact her?” Zyablikov asked.
“An adult chat room,” Klingner replied.
“We will contact her now. What is her handle?”
“Phoenix06,” Klingner replied.
Kalisa quickly brought the laptop over and plugged the frequency cable into a cellular phone. There was no electricity in the rundown building in which they now resided, so she set the battery to conservation mode. She quickly made a few small configuration changes, jumped on a local network, and was connected. She then activated the browser and looked at Zyablikov.
“Where is the site?” Zyablikov asked Klingner.
“W-w-w, 2-w-w-w, dot, the number 2, E-X-X-X-C-L-U-S-I-V-E dot net, forward-slash, chat, forward-slash, bondage.”
Kalisa quickly accessed the site, but it was password protected. Without a word, since her voice was not covered by a voice-altering device, she pointed to the screen.
“What is the login and password? Zyablikov asked. “You get one chance, then the carpenter goes to work.”
Lugor pressed the nail down into Klingner again, for emphasis. This time, Klingner suppressed his display of pain and only slightly grimaced.
“Login is Lionking500. No spaces or underscores. The password is e-x-c-l-u-s-i-v-e. The I is capitalized.”
Kalisa logged in quickly and then was brought to a crudely designed adult pornography Web site. She logged on and clicked on the chat room icon, which was a black leather whip. She entered the chat room, and examined its icons of bondage items, including sex tools and horrid pictures of women being tied up seemingly against their will. Kalisa looked in the box of individuals in the chat room. There was no Phoenix06.
Zyablikov looked at Kalisa, and she shook her head. Zyablikov walked over to the laptop and looked at the screen. There were five or six people chatting in the main room. No Phoenix06 handle.
“She is not there. How do I get her attention?” Zyablikov asked a cringing Klingner.
“If she is not in the chat room, then I have to page her and put in a special code if it is an emergency,” Klingner cringed.
“Wouldn’t you say this is an emergency?” Zyablikov asked.
“Definitely,” Klingner responded.
“What’s the number?”
Klingner gave the pager number and added, “Be sure to put in 06 after the tone.”
Kalisa did not have another cellular phone. Neither did Zyablikov or Lugor. Cell phones had been forbidden for Pit operatives. Kalisa had picked up a prepaid version when she breached radius. She didn’t feel comfortable using a phone where the location was traceable anyway. She would have to walk two blocks to the pay phone at the gas station. She looked toward the door and looked back at Zyablikov. Zyablikov shook his head and sent Lugor. It was late, and this neighborhood was not too safe. He knew Kalisa could take care of herself, but the chances of Lugor becoming a rape victim seemed pretty remote. Lugor took a one-dollar bill off of the rusty metal stand they were using as a counter and walked out into the night. He walked one block along the shadows, staying out of the ray of stray passersby and headlights. It was five in the morning, and he knew that this part of Annapolis, Maryland, was not safe. He had his FN-57 .224 Boz tucked under his jacket and kept an eye out for anyone lurking in the darkness.
He made it to the gas station and approached the station attendant, who was locked behind the usual large Plexiglas wall with cement sides. The convenience store was locked, and the attendant looked as if he liked it that way. Lugor saw a camera behind the glass and casually looked down toward the counter as he spoke.
“Change for the phone, please,” he asked.
“The young attendant indifferently opened the drawer and gave him four quarters.
Lugor walked toward the phone with the quarters in his hand. A large man stood by the phone booth, smoking a cigarette. He was muscular, casually dressed, and appeared fidgety.
“You can’t use this phone. Go on about your business,” the large man said.
“I’ll be quick. This is very urgent,” Lugor replied.
“I don’t really give a fuck about your problems, faggot. There’s a pay phone two blocks up the street. Go use that one. This here is my phone. The phone up the street is for urgent calls.”
Lugor lost the ounce of patience he had been placed in America with.
“Can I use this phone if I give you $100?” Lugor asked.
The man grinned. “Now you’re talking my language. Yeah. You can rent my phone for a hundred dollars.”
Lugor reached into his jacket and fumbled for the hundred-dollar bill. When he pulled his hand out of his jacket, it held his FN-57 semiautomatic pistol.
“Talk that shit now,” Lugor growled, cocking back the pistol.
“Damn,” the man gasped. “You quick as lightnin’. You got this. Here, use the phone.” He started to back away.
“Move and I’ll kill you. It’s a good day to die.”
The man froze. Lugor put in the dollar in change and dialed the pager number Klingner had given him, still eyeing the man. There was no voice message on the pager, just a brief tone. Lugor pressed zero, six, and then the pound sign and hung up. He looked the man in the eye. “What happened to that gladiator who was here a minute ago? I’m going to teach you some manners. You’ll be my nineteenth cadaver this week.” Lugor put his gun away and pulled an extremely large knife out. “Life itself cannot be bought at any price. It is precious. But if taking the life of my enemy, knowing that doing so will mean my own death, then let me revel in it. Let me be evil incarnate.”
“Hey, man, I’m out here trying to get paid. Without that phone, I can’t pay my rent. That’s why I have to keep everyone off of it. It doesn’t have call waiting.”
Lugor put his knife away. “Get lost,” he mumbled. He didn’t have any mercy for Mr. Telephone Man, he just didn’t feel like wasting time burying a body and jeopardizing the entire mission over foolishness.
When Lugor returned to the stash house, Phoenix06 had not logged in.
Zyablikov looked at his colleague. Lugor nodded to signal that he had paged the contact. Zyablikov turned to Klingner.
“She has not appeared. I hope for your sake she arrives quickly.”
“I don’t know what time it is,” Klingner stated, “but it was very late when I encountered you. Perhaps she is still sleeping as most human beings are in the morning. I assure you that’s the method I use to contact her.”
Zyablikov checked his watch. It was almost 6:00 a.m. He would give Raven two more hours before he assumed Klingner was lying. He looked at the battery gauge on the laptop. If it went out before Phoenix06 showed up, the situation would be deemed critical.
__________________.___________________
“We have put men inside and outside of Raven’s hotel. We’re waiting for her to make contact with whomever she was transmitting to during the meeting with Felix for the bogus art museum job,” Sparrow informed her team.
“How do we know she’ll make contact? The source heard the entire conversation, just like we did,” Jester asked.
“Yes, but I’m positive that she’ll make contact before the next meeting,” Sparrow added with confidence. “Her phone has been tapped, and we have transmitters inside the wall sockets and lightbulbs.”
Hammer asked, “How did you replace the lightbulbs? She left the room? Where did she go?”
“Well, she wouldn’t leave the room. I had one of the guys watching the hotel disable the phone line, and I hoped she’d notice. Apparently, she did and walked down to the lobby to report it. When she left, he moved in.”
“What time did she report it?”
“About 11:00 p.m.”
“There could only have only been one person she was trying to contact. Did she call after the line was connected?”
“No. No calls were made from her room.”
“Then she was probably checking the line, preparing to receive a call. Tell the men in the hotel to stay sharp, she will be contacted,” Hammer said.
“Hey,” Jackal spoke up, “Klingner got snatched up.”
“What do you mean he got snatched?” Hammer asked.
“Some men broke into his house, smacked him like the whore his father is, and grabbed him,” Jackal answered.
“I’ve been to his mansion. It’s guarded like a fortress. How did someone just waltz into a mansion and kidnap a billionaire?” Hammer asked with interest.
“Well, they didn’t just waltz in. There was an explosion or two,” Jackal remarked.
“An explosion?” Sparrow asked.
“Yeah. A helicopter or something was blown right out of the sky.”
“Didn’t we have men watching the house?” Hammer asked.
“Yeah. Two guys since Felix left the premises,” Jester answered.
“Well, what did they see?”
“Nothing. They heard gunshots and tried to get a closer look, but the mansion is a thousand feet away from the gate where our men were. They had to stay off his grounds until they heard the shots fired. They couldn’t trespass onto the perimeter without cause, or Klingner could sue them. When they heard the gunshots, they climbed the gate and ran toward the house. They said they heard an explosion and more gunshots. Nothing else of interest happened. They said they didn’t see anything. All the action went down in the back of the house. They couldn’t see through the mansion.”
“Did they say what kind of gunshots?”
“Yeah. M-16s, pistols, shotguns. A whole artillery. Klingner’s little army had an arsenal over there. Whoever pulled this off has a pair of steel nuts,” Jester remarked.
“Was there a ransom note?” Hammer asked.
“Nope, no note. There was a safe in Klingner’s bedroom. It was emptied out,” Jackal replied.
“What was in the safe?” Hammer asked.
“None of the guards claim to know. They say no one knew it was in there. It was behind a painting on his bedroom wall.”
“When did all this happen?”
“The action was estimated to start around 3:00 a.m.,” Jackal replied. “Our guys were the first to get there, of course. They saw the remains of a helicopter, and guards scrambling to hide their unlicensed M-16s and other such paraphernalia. The local authorities are over there now. I’m on my way as federal assistance. I have a hunch that we’re dealing with Amerus here. What I don’t know is why they robbed and kidnapped Klingner. I’m going to find out, though. This seems strange.”
“Sparrow, I was thinking of your idea about the change in the caliber of things. You said the cruise-ship job by Amerus seemed a little sloppy compared to the Post and Yuklivitch operations. With those two, everything was nearly perfect. I’m going to check out the scene and see what I can find. From what I’ve collected so far, it seems as if Amerus is back on the prowl again. I’ll let you know what I find. Any takers?”
“I would go with you, but Klingner’s people might recognize me,” Felix replied.
“I’ll go with you,” Hammer offered.
Jackal nodded in response.
“I had to release the Spymaster,” Hammer announced. “We could raise some major tensions, holding him more than a couple of days. We can’t risk a war here. We know the Spymaster is the former head of Amerus, but he’s not talking. We put the truth agent in his food, but he barely ate or drank any of it. Let’s get going. We’ve got to find Devin and Garret.”
It was 8:00 a.m., and Zyablikov was becoming agitated. Had Klingner lied to him? The battery on the laptop computer was running dangerously low. Another five or ten minutes, and it would be dead.
“Gary, your friend has not shown up yet. I am beginning to think you are playing games.” Zyablikov looked at the screen one last time before walking over to Klingner. Lugor walked with him and removed the tape from the prisoner’s mouth.
“Scream, and I will crucify your testicles,” Zyablikov threatened, still protected by the voice-alteration device. “Why hasn’t the contact shown up yet?”
“I don’t know where she is. Maybe the page didn’t go through. Maybe she’s not up yet!”
Lugor picked up the nail and the hammer from by Klingner’s seat. Lugor spread Klingner’s legs apart with his elbows and forced the nail into the man’s scrotum. Klingner screamed, and Zyablikov silenced him with a backhand across the face.
Kalisa clapped her hands, and Zyablikov looked backwards toward her. She pointed toward the screen on the laptop. Zyablikov quickly hurried over to the screen and saw that Phoenix06 had arrived inside the chat room. She had typed the word “Greetings.”
“Greetings also, madam,” Zyablikov typed. “I have been waiting for you.”
“So I see. Good things come to he who waits, as you have found,” Phoenix06 replied.
“I need you,” Zyablikov typed.
“Well, then. Shall we go private?” Phoenix06 responded.
“Indeed,” Zyablikov typed.
Phoenix06 created a private room in moments. Soon it was just Phoenix06 and Lionking500 in a large white square, surrounded by sadistic images and banners enticing visitors to “Click here to be spanked!”
In her Delaware hotel room, Raven clicked on the bottom left corner of her browser. The security and encryption information was displayed. Raven read it briefly, and when satisfied that her transmission was secure, she clicked the Close button.
Phoenix06 started the conversation. “What is the urgency?”
“I need to see you, baby,” Zyablikov typed.
“Last night wasn’t enough?”
“No. This is deeper than art.”
“I assume the location will be the same.”
“No. It must be different this time.”
Phoenix typed a question mark in response.
“I can't explain now. I have to meet you immediately. I am not available. You will be compensated.” Before pressing Enter, Zyablikov looked at the message he had just typed, and then hesitated. Four short sentences. This might signal panic. He deleted the third sentence and pressed the “send” icon, which happened to be a ball gag.
“OK. Let me finish with my art work and I will be available,” Phoenix06 replied.
Zyablikov assumed she meant she was making arrangements with the puzzling museum break-in operation.
“When?”
“I have not started painting yet, but I estimate sometime this afternoon. Meet me back in this room at 8 p.m., and we will set up a rendezvous for tonight.”
Zyablikov cursed. By 8:00, Phoenix06 would know that Klingner had been abducted. He could not let Phoenix06 leave the chat room until he had more information.
“Sooner,” Zyablikov typed.
“Does this take precedence over my artwork?”
“Yes,” Zyablikov replied.
“Really?”
“Yes. I need you.”
Raven stared across the room, eyes squinted. This seemed strange, indeed. A page at 5:00 a.m., and now a message telling her to bump the assignment she had been paid heavily to expedite. She decided to play along and see what she could find.
“OK. I will meet you.”
“When?”
“Usual time.”
Zyablikov looked up at Klingner. “What is the usual time that you two meet?” Zyablikov asked him.
“I have only met her twice. Each at different times,” Klingner replied.
Zyablikov typed a question mark.
“Usual time?” Phoenix responded.
Zyablikov looked at Klingner. “You are lying, and you will pay!”
“No! I am not lying. I swear! I have met her twice, at different times.”
Zyablikov knew the hesitation in his next response marked uncertainty to Phoenix06, and uncertainty brought about doubt.
He signaled Lugor to tape Klingner’s mouth and use the hammer.
“It’s a test!” Klingner cried as he felt Lugor charging toward him. “She wants to know if it’s really me! Tell her ‘All things come to he who waits’!”
With the tape in his hand, Lugor looked at Zyablikov.
Zyablikov raised his hand, palm forward, signaling Lugor to stop. Zyablikov then typed in “All things come to he who waits.”
Raven relaxed in her hotel office chair. “OK,” she mumbled out loud. “You had me worried for a second, old friend.”
“Usual palace, I assume,” Raven typed.
“Where is the usual palace?” Zyablikov asked Klingner.
“It’s my house,” Klingner replied.
Zyablikov cursed again before replying. “No,” he typed. “They are watching us. I do not like voyeurs.”
“Where shall it be?”
Zyablikov thought. He would need someplace out of the way but yet still in plain view. Someplace that Raven would not think suspicious and someplace that would not be too far for her to travel.
“Where is she?” Zyablikov asked Klingner.
“I don’t know. I saw her last night about the museum operation, and then she left. She’s very good. Even if I had someone follow her, she would have been able to recognize it. I have absolutely no idea where she is at this moment. I swear it.”
“Is she in Delaware?”
“I have no idea.”
“You’re lying.”
“No! I don’t know where she is!”
Lugor taped Klingner’s mouth.
Klingner shook his head and body forcefully, but he could not break through the restraints. Klingner screamed under the tape and rocked violently back and forth.
Lugor positioned the nail over the man’s scrotum.
Zyablikov yelled from over by the laptop. “You have something to say?”
Lugor removed the tape, just enough for Klingner to speak.
“I swear before God I am telling the truth! I do not know where she is!”
“Your organization is satanic. You operate by no codes of morality. Swearing before any God means nothing to you.” Zyablikov walked over to Klingner and looked at him. For an inexplicable reason, Zyablikov believed Klingner was telling the truth. He turned back to the screen, where Phoenix06 was still waiting for his response. He knew he could not ask where she was.
“Do you have any secret palaces?” Zyablikov typed.
Raven sat back in her chair. Something was strange. Was Klingner asking her for a rendezvous location? This was unimaginable. A rendezvous outside of his house in an unsecured location not previously arranged? Why had Klingner asked for her to give a place to meet? A man with his connections had more than enough resources to arrange a location. Raven became uneasy.
“Which way do you like it?” Phoenix06 responded.
Zyablikov thought. What did this mean? He looked at Kalisa. Kalisa returned his blank stare. Zyablikov asked Klingner, “Phoenix has asked which way you like it.”
Lugor pressed the nail into Klingner’s scrotum.
“She is asking about the time!” Klingner cried. “‘From the front’ means at daytime; ‘from the back’ means at night.”
“From the front,” Zyablikov typed. Zyablikov did not want to meet during the day, but if he waited, Raven would find out about Klingner’s abduction.
A daytime meeting? And on short notice? Not ever in Klingner’s life, Raven knew. Klingner was so absorbed during his daily activities in his company that he was often extremely unreachable. With the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty Commission in total anarchy, the SORT had practically been abandoned. Raven knew that Klingner was concentrating his full efforts on making sure the SORT was totally annihilated without the possibility of recovery. Raven understood Klingner had several billion to lose if the SORT was signed and knew he would not divert his efforts elsewhere. On top of this, Klingner had paid almost a billion dollars to have this SORT annihilated over the assassination of Yuklivitch. Now he was telling her he needed to drop everything today and see her at a remote location. He also suddenly could not use his own house, and somehow did not have a location and was requesting one from her?
Raven could not picture the billionaire Gary Klingner coming out of his house to meet in a dark alley or any remote location. The most illogical mystery of the whole scenario, Raven realized, was that Klingner had somehow forgotten to bring up this urgency up last night, but yet had paged her at 5:17 a.m. Raven now understood that Lionking500 was not Klingner this time, but an impostor.
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