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        Thank you for downloading ODESSA, RISING book two in this Gunner Fox trilogy by Author Bobby Akart.

        For a copy of my critically acclaimed monthly newsletter, The Epigraph, updates on new releases, special offers, and bonus content visit me online at

        BobbyAkart.com

        or visit my dedicated feature page on Amazon at

        Amazon.com/BobbyAkart
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        “Only Akart can weave a story that begins so calm, so normal and before you know it, you are at the end of the book with your pulse pounding in your chest and your mind screaming for more!  Amazon Hall of Fame, Top 2 Reviewer

        “Another phenomenal story from THE master story teller of our time!”

        Amazon review of Asteroid Destruction

      

      

      

      
        
        “Akart is a master of suspense, keeping us on the edge of our seats. But, he does it with fact-based fiction that would scare even the most hardened readers.”

      

      

      

      
        
        “Mixing science and suspense is something Bobby Akart is a master of—writing character driven stories that will have you on the edge of your seat.”

      

      

      

      
        
        “I have highly enjoyed Mr. Akart’s literary works because his research is comprehensive and he has an eerie prescience of writing fiction and it becoming reality.”

      

      

      

      
        
        “Mr. Akart has become one of my favorite authors joining the ranks of fellas named King, Grisham & Clancy.”

        “Bobby Akart is one of those very rare authors who makes things so visceral, so real, that you experience what he writes … His research, depth of knowledge, and genuine understanding of people make his works more real than any movie.”

        “No one, and I mean NO ONE, does it better!”
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      There is nothing more important on this planet than my darling wife, Dani, and our two princesses, Bullie and Boom. With the love and support of Dani and the never-ending supply of smiles our two girls give us, I’m able to tell you these stories.
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      For many years, I have lived by the following premise:

      
        
        Because you never know when the day before is the day before, prepare for tomorrow.

      

      

      My friends, I study and write about the threats we face, not only to both entertain and inform you, but because I am constantly learning how to prepare for the benefit of my family as well. The Odessa trilogy is dedicated to Dani and the girls. I will always protect you from anything that threatens us.
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      Creating a novel that is both informative and entertaining requires a tremendous team effort. Writing is the easy part.

      For their efforts in making the Virus Hunters a reality, I would like to thank Hristo Argirov Kovatliev for his incredible artistic talents in creating my cover art. He and Dani collaborate (and conspire) to create the most incredible cover art in the publishing business. A huge hug of appreciation goes out to Pauline Nolet, the Professor, for her editorial prowess and patience in correcting this writer’s same tics after fifty-plus novels. Thanks again to the newest member of the team, Drew Avera, a United States Navy veteran, who has brought his talented formatting skills from a writer’s perspective to create multiple formats for reading my novels. The accomplished Chris Abernathy has returned as the voice of Gunner Fox. His performance of the Asteroid trilogy earned him a nomination for best thriller/suspense narration by the Independent Audiobook Awards.

      Now, for the serious stuff. The Odessa trilogy required countless hours of never-ending research. Without the background material and direction from those individuals who provided me a portal into the history of Nazi Germany, the German settlements establishments in Argentina following World War II, and the terrifying world of bioterrorism, this story couldn’t have been written.

      Once again, as I immersed myself in the science and history, source material and research flooded my inbox from around the globe.  Without the assistance of many individuals and organizations, this story could not be told.  Please allow me a moment to acknowledge a few of those individuals whom, without their tireless efforts, the Odessa trilogy could not have been written.

      Many thanks to Dr. Catherine Epstein, Winkley Professor of History and Dean of the Faculty at Amherst College. Her research and lecture material on the history of Nazi Germany, especially the emergence of Adolf Hitler and Nazi ideology, provided me an invaluable glimpse into how dictatorships function and why brutal regimes engage in mass murder.

      In that same vein, Constance Nicholls, who holds a master’s degree in public history, and sat on the advisory board for the National World War II Museum, shared her outstanding research work on the Architect of Terror: Heinrich Himmler. Her in depth analysis of Himmler’s implementation of the Final Solution, gave me insight into the devil that Himmler was. However, it was a passing comment during a conversation regarding Himmler’s affinity for Norway and Norwegian women that took this story into a very interesting direction. Thanks Connie!

      Odessa, like many of my other novels, could not have been written without the support of the former director of the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, Steven Walker; Janet Waldorf, Deputy Chief of Communications within the DARPA Public Affairs office, and her staff; and the DARPA program managers and contractors who took the time to speak with me by phone or via email. Left of boom. Now, I get it. Thanks to you all!

      For my research in Argentina, I called upon a fellow author, Abel Basti who wrote the World War II history book titled Hitler in Exile. The language barrier was a challenge but Google translator came through. Not only did he have me utterly convinced that Hitler escaped his Berlin bunker and fled to Argentina via Spain, but that the Soviet Union assisted in the coverup in exchange for future cooperation against the United States. I’ve always loved a good conspiracy theory, and Hitler’s escape is certainly a grand one. However, one thing is certain. It was the Soviet Red Army who discovered Hitler’s dead body and then promptly whisked it away before British Intelligence could view it. Confirmation of death was always in question.

      Here's a special shoutout to a family who has contributed to my novels before. In the Geostorm series, I introduced the readers to Tommy Bannon who, alongside Dr. Kristi Boone, brought a unique zoological angle to the story. The character, Tommy, was based upon a real-life Doctor of Veterinary Medicine, Dr. Thomas McNair. Thomas is a good friend and the veterinarian who takes care of the princesses of the palace. Dani and I have also become friends with his wife, Kala McNair. Kala inspired me to create a character in her name, sort of. She’s unaware of this so I’m not including the backstory until the final installment of this trilogy, Odessa Strikes. If I tell you, dear reader, I’ll be telling her and therefore I’ll be spoiling the surprise.

      Finally, as always, a special thank you to my team of loyal friends who’ve always supported my work and provided me valuable insight from a reader’s perspective. Denise Keef, Joe Carey, Shirley Nicholson, Bennita Barnett, Karl Hughey and Brian Alderman.

      This is why I wrote Odessa.

      
        
        Because you never know when the day before is the day before, prepare for tomorrow.

      

      

      Thank you all!

      Choose Freedom and Godspeed, Patriots!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author, Bobby Akart

          

        

      

    

    
      Author Bobby Akart has been ranked by Amazon as #25 on the Amazon Charts list of most popular, bestselling authors. He has achieved recognition as the #1 bestselling Horror Author, #1 bestselling Science Fiction Author, #5 bestselling Action & Adventure Author, #7 bestselling Historical Fiction Author and #10 on Amazon’s bestselling Thriller Author list.

      

      Mr. Akart has delivered up-all-night thrillers to readers in 245 countries and territories worldwide. He has sold over one million books in all formats, which includes over forty international bestsellers, in nearly fifty fiction and nonfiction genres.

      

      His novel Yellowstone: Hellfire reached the Top 25 on the Amazon bestsellers list and earned him multiple Kindle All-Star awards for most pages read in a month and most pages read as an author. The Yellowstone series vaulted him to the #25 bestselling author on Amazon Charts, and the #1 bestselling science fiction author.

      

      Bobby has provided his readers a diverse range of topics that are both informative and entertaining. His attention to detail and impeccable research has allowed him to capture the imagination of his readers through his fictional works and bring them valuable knowledge through his nonfiction books.

      

      SIGN UP for Bobby Akart’s mailing list to receive a copy of his monthly newsletter, The Epigraph, learn of special offers, view bonus content, and be the first to receive news about new releases featuring Gunner Fox and the Gray Fox team.

      
        
        Visit www.BobbyAkart.com for details.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Introduction to the Odessa trilogy

          

        

      

    

    
      August 15, 2020

      

      As of this writing, the United States was going through a period of upheaval. For my loyal readers, you’ve known for years that my worldview, and therefore my novels, have been shaped by personal experiences as well as certain other works of literature and art.

      Years ago, reading the massive treatise by Edward Gibbons titled the History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire led me to the following premise:

      All empires collapse eventually. Either they are conquered by a more powerful enemy or they collapse under the weight of their debt. But make no mistake. Every great empire and nation-state eventually fails. There have been no exceptions in the history of mankind.

      Which leads me to the artistic work of Thomas Cole. Beginning in 1833, Thomas Cole created a series of five paintings depicting the growth and fall of an imaginary empire. It’s a place that begins peaceful and full of freedom. Then, it achieves a level of glory indicated by joyous occasions and vast amounts of wealth, as shown in The Consummation of Empire.
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      But, as Gibbon’s Decline and Fall led me to realize, Cole had reached the same conclusion as evidenced by his paintings. Like the Roman Empire, Cole showed decadence, wealth, vice, and corruption ultimately led to war and eventually destruction of the state. The result, was Destruction as depicted in this painting.
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      It’s possible America is going through a similar period at this time. Like all new empires, the Founding Fathers thought they’d laid the groundwork for their principals and ideals to last forever through the adoption of the Constitution. Only time will tell whether the U.S. Constitution and this great republic can withstand the enormous political pressures from both outside our borders, and from within.

      During World War I, an obscure German soldier named Adolf Hitler had been injured and was hospitalized as The War to End All Wars came to an end. He took up political work in Munich and then joined the small German Workers’ Party.

      His ability to convince and manipulate others led him to be put in charge of the Party’s propaganda. Resentment at the loss of the war and the severity of the peace terms imposed upon the German people brought widespread anger to the country, especially Bavaria which had a disdain for Berlin’s government.

      Under Hitler’s leadership, the party was renamed to the National Socialist German Worker’s Party, which became commonly referred to as the Nazi Party. Hitler and his ardent supporters envisioned a Third Reich of a thousand years in which all German peoples, including Austria, would be led by the Nazi Party.

      Hitler rode this wave of enthusiasm for the Nazi cause to lead Germany into a period of expansion across Europe and into Northern Africa. He was a brutal leader who murdered millions of innocent people, Germans included, in the quest for ethnic purity.

      Even during the Second World War, Hitler’s name became synonymous with pure evil. To this day, his name, the term Nazi, and the symbol of the swastika adopted by the Nazi Party evokes feelings of anger and hostility.

      World War II ended in 1945 and Germany eventually became a respected member of the European Community and a world leader. Many former Nazis were captured, killed, or went into hiding.  The European continent moved on vowing to never allow the rise of a charismatic leader like Hitler to gain power again.

      History has shown that many high-ranking officials in the Nazi Party escaped Germany in the waning days of the war as well as afterwards. Their means of transportation were as varied as their destinations. Organizations and governments around the world have devoted eight decades tracking down every last Nazi soldier, party leader, and conspirator in the Holocaust until even those in their late nineties were brought to justice.

      This story, however, is about a different group. It’s a story of legends and a tale of conspiracy. But as is always the case with my novels, it is based in historical fact.

      The ODESSA, or Organisation der Ehemaligen SS-Angehörigen, translated as Organization for Former SS Members, was created to assist in the escape of the Nazi Party officials and German business leaders who feared they’d be captured and imprisoned by the Allied forces. They sought destinations around the world, escaping through European portals including Italy, Spain, Switzerland, and Norway. They arrived in strange, faraway lands including the Middle East, Africa, and South America.

      And they never gave up their dreams for a Fourth Reich. With their vast amounts of ill-gotten gains in the form of money, gold, and historic artifacts, the Nazis abroad were well-funded, hidden from Allied intelligence and above all, committed to continuing their quest for a future Nazi Germany.

      Many of the gatherings in the formation of Odessa were discovered by the intelligence community after the war. The destination and the ratlines used by the escaping Nazis were based upon countless hours of research and interviews with history experts from Hamburg to Buenos Aries.

      Some of the most feared Nazis on the planet during the rise and fall of the Third Reich—Adolph Eichmann, Josef Mengele, Walter Rauff, and Franz Stangl, among many others, managed to escape to these destinations.

      Then, there were the wives, mistresses, children, and future grandchildren of the Nazis who carried the torch of the Nazi Party ideology. They still believed in the viability of the Reich. As a result, every single historian I contacted agreed on one thing:

      The Third Reich may have ended but the possibility of a Fourth Reich is held in the hearts of many ancestors of the Nazis.

      Hatred doesn’t die with its leader.

      Thank you for reading the Odessa trilogy.

      Bobby

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note about Gunner Fox and the Gray Fox Team

          

        

      

    

    
      June 13, 2019

      

      Major Gunner Fox, United States Air Force special operator and experimental aircraft test pilot had paid his dues. He’d performed beyond the call of duty when his country needed him. He’d suffered emotionally when his wife, Heather, a NASA astronaut, died during a spacewalk outside the International Space Station.  He found himself in a dark place after her death, without a reason to live.

      Until America needed a hero. A previously undiscovered asteroid was on a collision course with Earth. It was deemed to be a planet-killer, a near-Earth object equal in size and destructive capability as the one that brought the dinosaurs to extinction.

      In a time of desperation, America turned to Gunner and his fellow operatives, Major Cameron “Cam” Mills and Lieutenant Barrett “Bear” King. Major Mills, a childhood friend and the person who introduced Gunner to Heather, has always been by his side. She attended special forces training with Bear and the duo offered the perfect complement to Gunner’s advanced training, special skills, and vast knowledge obtained during his college years when he received his degree in the earth sciences.

      During the asteroid mission, Gunner, Cam and Bear become reacquainted with Colonel Gregory Smith, Gunner’s mentor while he went through SERE – Air Force Special Warfare training at the AFSOC facility in the Florida panhandle. Col. Smith left the Air Force to join DARPA, the secretive government agency falling under the Department of Defense budget. He was always referred to by his DOD codename: Ghost.

      After the success of the asteroid mission, Ghost was instructed to build a team around Gunner Fox. He brought on FBI Special Agent Theodora “Teddy” Cuccinelli because of her expert computer skills. Her abilities to access virtually any server or computer system earned her the moniker—Jackal. She acts as the eyes and ears for Gunner, Cam, and Bear when they are on a mission.

      Ghost was tasked with naming this new team and he chose Gray Fox. In the early eighties, a new special operations force was created under the purview of the Joint Special Operations Command of the U.S. Army. Known as Intelligence Support Activity, or simply, The Activity, their role was to gather intelligence prior to special operations and to deploy assets to handle covert, off-the-books missions.

      Over many decades, The Activity deployed specialized units into a variety of ops under codenames including Gray Fox. During the War in Afghanistan, Gray Fox fought alongside Delta Force in the mountains against the Taliban. Their unit spearheaded the search for Saddam Hussein and his family during the U.S. invasion of Iraq. The Gray Fox unit was mothballed for nearly twenty years until it was revived by Ghost to be led by Gunner Fox.

      Gunner, Cam, and Bear would stand in front of a speeding train for one another. When called to duty, the repeat the secretive motto of The Activity, they’d reply—send me. They have each other’s six and are committed to their team’s motto:

      Day by day.

      Minute by minute.

      Ride or die.

      We stick together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Real-World News Excerpts

          

        

      

    

    
      TOKYO SUBWAYS ARE ATTACKED WITH SARIN GAS

      

      ~ BBC, March 21, 1995

      

      Several small packages of deadly sarin gas were set off in the Tokyo subway system killing twelve people and injuring over 6,000 according to reports coming out of Japan. After thousands of checkpoints were set up across the nation in the massive dragnet, Tokyo police quickly learned who had planted the chemical weapons and began tracking the terrorists down.

      The gas attack was instituted by the Supreme Truth cult that had thousands of followers all over Japan who believed in their doomsday prophecies.

      Tokyo police found a hidden basement at a Mt. Fuji compound where other cult leaders were holed up, including Masami Tsuchiya, a chemist who admitted making the sarin gas.

      Sarin gas was invented by the Nazis and is one of the most lethal nerve gases known to man. It killed those who came in direct contact with the gas within minutes. Fortunately for others, the amounts released into the subway were minimal.

      

      SYRIAN REGIME BLAMED FOR SARIN GAS ATTACKS IN LANDMARK REPORT

      

      ~ The UK Guardian, April 8, 2020

      

      The report, released on Wednesday by the Organization for the Prevention of Chemical Weapons (OPCW), accuses the Syrian Air Force of twice using sarin to attack the town of Ltamenah in late March 2017.chemical weapons.

      In the first of a multi-pronged attack, a Syrian air force helicopter from the Hamas air base dropped a sarin-filled cylinder onto the Ltamenah hospital that broke through the roof, ruptured and released the nerve agent.

      A day later, using another aircraft, the Syrian military dropped a bomb containing the sarin nerve agent in the same area, affecting at least 60.

      In the aftermath of the attacks, which ultimately killed 89 people, loyalists of the Syrian regime and the Russian government rushed to push a narrative that distressing scenes of dead and dying victims had been staged by rescuers.

      Syria is among the 193 nation-States that are parties to the Chemical Weapons Convention, which outlaws the production, stockpiling, and use of chemical weapons including sarin.

      

      THE CHURCH, THE RED CROSS AND THE NAZI’S GREAT ESCAPE

      

      ~ The Irish Times, July 9, 2011

      

      ON JULY 14TH, 1950, a German “technician” whose forged papers declared him to be Ricardo Klement arrived in Argentina. Despite his disguise, the Argentinean authorities were well aware that Mr. Klement was, in fact, Adolf Eichmann, the man responsible for coordinating the eastward deportations of millions of European Jews to extermination camps during the second World War.

      Eichmann was not the only senior Nazi official who managed to escape prosecution by fleeing to South America: several other serious war criminals, including the former Auschwitz camp doctor, Josef Mengele, had similarly evaded justice and left behind their old lives for a fresh, care-free existence in the Americas.

      According to the most widely known theory about the mass escape of Nazis to South America – first circulated by the Nazi hunter Simon Wiesenthal – these flights were organized by a secret society of ex-SS men named ODESSA (Organization of Former SS Members), which paid for forged visas and travel costs with money and gold stolen from their Jewish victims.

      America’s approach to the exodus was different from other nations. The CIA’s attitude towards ex-Nazis – and in particular to former SS “intelligence experts” – was essentially pragmatic: after Germany had been defeated and relations with the USSR had begun to deteriorate, the CIA was willing to give exit visas and new identity papers to middle-ranking Nazis in exchange for valuable intelligence information on the new Soviet enemy.

      Even more intriguing is the role played by the Red Cross. Researchers established that the International Red Cross issued about 25,000 new identity documents to men whose past was often more than dubious. Although this assistance in gaining access into the Americas came from individual Nazi sympathizers within the organization with full knowledge of senior members of the International Red Cross knew about the misappropriation of identity documents.

      The Catholic Church’s involvement in the escape of ex-Nazis is, by comparison, well known. It has long been established that individual Nazi sympathizers within the clergy actively supported the flight of Nazi war criminals. However, the Vatican insists these accomplices were misguided black sheep within the Church.
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        “Only one thing could have stopped us. If our adversaries had, from the first day, smashed with the utmost brutality the nucleus of our movement.”

        ~ Adolf Hitler at the Nuremberg Congress, September 3, 1933
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Biological weapons are no longer a potential threat, but a real threat to the safety and security of the United States.

        ~ James Gilmore, former Governor of Virginia and current U.S. Ambassador to the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “Chemical weapons are something that scares everybody.”

        ~ King Abdulla II of Jordan
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        * * *

      

      
        
        For biological weapons, you don’t need big facilities. You need nothing more than what one would consider a microbrewery in your backyard to brew the bugs.

        ~ Sydney Drell, American physicist and arms control expert
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “Now, people. Rise up and let the storm break loose!”

        ~ Joseph Goebbels, Reich Minister of Propaganda, Nazi Germany

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Für meine Mutter. Ich liebe dich!

      

      

    

  







            Das folgende beruht auf wahren begebenheiten

          

          

      

    

    






The following is based on a true story.

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Oath

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The following oath was repeated by millions leading up to World War II. Most of them meant it. Many did not.

      

        

      
        Ich schwöre bei Gott diesen heiligen Eid,

        daß ich dem Führer des Deutschen Reiches und Volkes

        Adolf Hitler, dem Oberbefehlshaber der Wehrmacht,

        unbedingten Gehorsam leisten und als tapferer Soldat bereit sein will,

        jederzeit für diesen Eid mein Leben einzusetzen.

      

        

      
        I swear to God this holy oath

        that I shall render unconditional obedience

        to the Leader of the German Reich and people,

        Adolf Hitler, supreme commander of the armed forces,

        and that as a brave soldier I shall at all times be prepared

        to give my life for this oath.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Our Lady of the Nahuel Huapi Cathedral

        San Carlos de Bariloche, Argentina

      

      

      Brit Jorgensen rode in silent reverence as the chauffeur of the black Mercedes Benz drove onto the snow-covered grounds of Our Lady of the Nahuel Huapi Cathedral. Named for the patron saint of Bariloche, a medium-sized city in the Patagonia region of Northwestern Argentina, the Catholic church was built in the mid-1940s by European masons and carpenters.

      This was a momentous day for Brit, not just because she’d just turned one hundred and one years old. It was also the start of her fulfilling a promise to the man she’d loved her entire life although she hadn’t seen him in almost eighty years. Her adoration for Heinrich Himmler, the father of her two sons, and the only man she’d ever known intimately, had never faded.

      Her bodyguards circled the sedan and quickly checked the grounds. It was midmorning during the week, and the church would be empty except for the priest, Father Nikolaus Bormann, the great-grandson of Martin Bormann, the private secretary to Adolf Hitler. Father Nikolaus followed in the footsteps of his grandfather and his father before him, who’d entered the clergy years after the end of the war. His bloodlines provided assurance that Brit’s confessions, and those of all associated with her, would remain where they belonged—in the confessional.

      The chauffeur, her chief protector and constant companion, was given the all-clear signal, so he hustled out of the car to open the door for Brit. She was frail and her body had been withering from the taxing effects of old age. Her mind, however, was still as sharp as ever as she performed her duties as the matriarch of the Jorgensen family and the symbolic emeritus chair of die Zwölf, translated as the twelve.

      She took in a deep breath of fresh mountain air as she exited the car. The climate in the Argentine mountains reminded her of her days growing up in Norway. She’d gone back to visit Oslo several times, mostly on business, but never wanted to stay. Bariloche had become her home, and the cathedral was a place for spiritual refuge.

      Brit took a moment to admire the architecture of the cathedral. She’d approved the neo-Gothic style with its simple lines, very high walls, and a dome crowned with a large crucifix and a globe. It evoked memories of the classic construction of the Catholic cathedrals in Norway. Growing up, like so many other Norwegians, Brit and her sister, Inge, had been raised as Lutherans. Only a few percent of the Norwegian people were practicing Catholics. She’d always admired their cathedrals and helped design Our Lady of the Nahuel Huapi in the European tradition.

      Flanked by her bodyguards, Brit was assisted by her chauffeur through the thick wooden gates into the entry hall of the cathedral. A stone statue stood prominently on her right. It represented the image of Our Lady of the Nahuel Huapi holding the infant Jesus in her arms while resting her right hand on the shoulder of the child. The second statue, carved in wood, paid homage to Ceferino Namuncura, a revered young Argentinian priest, wearing his signature poncho. The two statues invoked a spiritual message to all who entered.

      Brit had always considered herself a missionary, but not necessarily from a Christian perspective. Her life was devoted to fulfilling Himmler’s vision of providing his fellow Germans a place of safety and refuge following the war. Toward that end, she’d used the financial and political tools provided to her by Himmler to build an empire, complete with its own hierarchy and government led by die Zwölf.

      She reached the central nave in almost complete silence. Only the gentle hum of the modern heating system could be heard in the background. Inside, her eyes were drawn upward, as they always were, marveling at the large columns and walls made of local stone. Then she managed a slight smile as she took in the sight of the altar and the monumental statue of the crucified Jesus Christ behind it.

      There were candles burning, allowing a soft glow inside to go with the minimal sunlight the Byzantine stained glass allowed in despite the gray skies. Brit sighed as she cast her eyes on the image of the patron saint, transparent in the largest window, hovering like an apparition above the altar. The cathedral had been placed on the church grounds so the setting sun would cause the patron saint to cast a golden glow into the nave.

      Brit turned to her loyal companion and nodded. She was ready to take her seat in the front row to receive Communion from Father Nikolaus. Afterwards, the men left her alone to her thoughts and prayers.

      She spent those next few minutes in silent contemplation, thanking God for her blessed life. She asked for the protection of her children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. She prayed for the continued safety and success of Odessa and die Zwölf. She prayed for the future of Germany, her adopted homeland, and the future of the Reich.

      Then she spoke aloud to her beloved Heinrich.

      “Meine liebe, a joyous day is upon us. It will be the beginning of a new era for the Reich, just as you envisioned. Our family, and the families that your thoughtful plans provided for, are prepared to take back what is ours. Germany will soon be governed in your vision. Then the Reich will finish what you began a lifetime ago. We will establish a Western Imperium encompassing all lands of Germany and Austria. As time passes, others will join us.

      “First, we must exact our revenge. We will strike out against those who stood in our way before. It is a new time that calls for a new kind of war. Bombs and bullets are no longer as effective in striking the fear of God in men’s hearts as they once were.

      “Heinrich, you always told me the best political tool is the weapon of terror. You made me understand cruelty commands respect and that, despite the fact others will disapprove of our actions, it is necessary. We do not ask for their love, only their fear and capitulation. I make you this solemn promise. We will rise from the ashes.”

      She looked upward toward the soaring ceiling and smiled. After a long gaze upon the patron saint, tears began to stream down Brit’s face. She clenched her eyes shut and managed a smile.

      “Heinrich, meine liebe, my days on Earth have come to an end. This will be my last opportunity to speak with you here until I join you in the afterlife. It will not be much longer. Ich liebe dich.” I love you.

      Brit pushed herself up until she was standing next to the ornately carved pew. Bracing herself with her left hand, she straightened her curved back as best she could, stuck her chin out, and snapped her right arm straight into the air.

      “Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!”

      Three days later, Brit Jorgensen, mistress of Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler, and mother of two of his children, died peacefully in her sleep.
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        Aboard the Sea Searcher II

        One Hundred Seventy Miles North of Puerto Rico

        North Atlantic Ocean

      

      

      The arriving helicopter’s engine wound down, and the rotors slowed to a rhythmic whop-whop as its passengers exited. Gunner Fox suppressed his annoyance at the intrusion, as he was intent on studying the satellite images and nautical charts. He was searching for clues as to the whereabouts of the other salvage operation they’d encountered on the ocean floor.

      It was the playful back-and-forth of his fellow operatives, Cameron Mills and Barret King, that caused him to turn his attention to the new arrivals. He turned just as the woman announced herself.

      “Hi. I’m Dr. Harper Randolph.”

      Gunner, out of respect, retrieved his tee shirt out of the waistband of his cargo pants and pulled it over his head. He’d borrowed it from a member of the Sea Searcher’s crew. It was imprinted with a red and white dive flag and the black silhouette of a diver floating across it. Underneath the flag, it read Fins Up.

      He pointed toward the newcomer’s tee shirt and quipped, “Great minds.”

      Slightly puzzled, she paused and then looked down at her shirt and over at his. Harper oftentimes chose a tee shirt from her selection of nearly a hundred in her closet to correspond with a particular investigation she was involved in. Her shirt depicted a great white shark swimming beneath the ocean surface with a scuba diver just above it. The commonly used phrase by divers, fins up, was emblazoned across her chest.

      “Apparently,” she said with a laugh. Then she got down to business. “The chopper pilot thought you guys might’ve been the team that took the submersible to the ocean floor.”

      “That’s right. I’m Gunner Fox. This is—”

      Harper cut him off. “American hero,” she said with a smile. Although she hadn’t immediately recognized Gunner, she naturally recognized his name.

      Gunner blushed, a rare occurrence. He shied away from publicity. “Nah, not really. It was a team effort.” He turned to Cam and Bear, who quickly introduced themselves.

      Bear was eager to meet the new arrivals. “I’m Barrett King, but they call me Bear.” He stuck his hand out to shake Harper’s, but she didn’t attempt to return the gesture.

      “Hi, Bear. Um, I don’t shake hands. Sorry. It’s just a thing, you know?”

      Cam spoke up. “Cameron Mills, and I get it. Besides, you don’t wanna touch him anyway. You don’t know where he’s been.”

      The women shared a wink and a laugh at Bear’s expense. He furrowed his brow and scowled but, as always, took the good-natured ribbing in stride.

      Harper continued. “This is Dr. Li Kwon, who’ll be accompanying me on board the Sea Searcher I. We’re gonna try to make some sense of what happened.”

      “Are you guys CDC?” asked Cam.

      “Not anymore,” replied Harper. “We hang our hats at DARPA now. Sort of, anyway. They’ve kept us traveling a lot lately. Can you fill us in?”

      “Don’t you wanna get settled in first?” asked Bear. “The cabins are small, but—”

      “No, thanks,” she replied. She pointed to the Sea Searcher I, which was being cleaned up by a hazmat crew. “We’re tardy for the party over there. They’ve secured the samples we need, but we need to review the scene before we can get started in the lab.”

      Harper and her partner, Kwon, had recently returned from China, where they’d raced against time to find the origins of a mysterious novel virus that first revealed itself in a downtown Las Vegas casino. The disease’s origins were in China, but their investigation had been hampered by the secrecy of the Communist Chinese government, so the two of them had had to enter the country surreptitiously to get answers.

      Kwon stepped toward the charts and satellite images. He looked to Cam and pointed at the photographs. “May I?”

      Cam stood to the side and gestured for Kwon to help himself. “Sure, although it’s hard to make out the details.”

      He eased past her. Cam’s eyebrows lowered as she observed his movements. She made eye contact with Gunner, who provided her an imperceptible nod. There was more to Dr. Li Kwon than met the eye.

      Kwon held up two of the images so that the sunlight illuminated more of the details. Then he scanned those on the table and arranged them so that four were placed in order, revealing a better view of the wreckage.

      “Kriegsmarine,” he muttered. “Probably Type IX, long version. None of the other nines would’ve attempted a mission of this length.”

      Cam was intrigued. “Are you a WW2 buff or ex-Navy?”

      “Something like that,” responded Kwon. He’d enlisted as a Seaman recruit into the U.S. Navy following high school. After completing Hospital Corpsman training, he’d reported to BUD/S training at NAB Coronado near his hometown of San Diego, California. BUD/S was an acronym for Basic Underwater Demolition SEAL training.

      Kwon had an aptitude for medical training, so while he was at Fort Bragg, he’d completed his Special Operations Combat Medic Course before being assigned as a Special Warfare Operator with SEAL Team 3, Charlie Platoon, back in San Diego.

      Known as the Punishers, SEAL Team 3 was not Kwon’s final landing spot. He quickly grabbed the attention of his commanding officers, who plucked him from the Punishers and enrolled him in the enlisted-to-officer commissioning program. When his college education was complete, he’d obtained his degrees in biology and epidemiology from MIT and undertook his residency at Mass General.

      However, his special skills as a warrior and SEAL Team member were not wasted. With his ability to conduct complex, dangerous missions and his medical knowledge, he was an ideal fit at DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. That was where he’d met Harper.

      “How can you tell that from the wreckage?” asked Bear.

      Kwon continued to study the withering wreckage in the photos. “The conning tower was very distinctive to the various U-boats. This one is remarkably preserved. Based on its size, and what I know of the Kriegsmarine submarine program, it’s definitely a Type IX. The other telltale sign, again amazingly well preserved, is the unit symbol shown here.” He pointed toward the rusting emblem on the conning tower.

      Cam looked closer. “Yeah. We had a better look at the smiling fish with the sawbill.”

      “A laughing swordfish,” said Kwon. “It was one of the more common. Others included the Olympic Rings because of the Berlin games in thirty-six, and the Snorting Bull, one of the most famous of them all, homage to the large number of German subs sailing out of France.”

      Gunner nodded to himself. Kwon had impressed him. However, he really wanted to talk with Harper privately.

      “Cam, Bear, would you mind briefing Dr. Li on what you observed while in the submersible? I need to speak with Dr. Randolph for a moment.”

      “Harper, please,” she commented.

      “Sure,” replied Bear, who was anxious to get to know the mysterious Dr. Li.

      Gunner turned to Harper. “Do you mind walking with me?”

      “Lead the way.”
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      Gunner and Harper arrived at a railing on the port side of the Sea Searcher II, where they could observe the activity aboard the other research ship from a distance. They both leaned on the rail with their elbows as they spoke.

      “Nazis. It’s just hard to fathom,” began Harper, trying to adopt a casual tone. She was anxious to get started on her research, but she was intrigued by the opportunity to meet Gunner.

      Gunner looked toward the waves gently slapping the side of the ship, and then he retrieved his iPhone from one of his cargo pockets. He scrolled to his photos and then handed the phone to Harper.

      “Aw, shit,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief as she watched the brief, five-second video. “Dying sucks any way you look at it, but this appears particularly brutal. I gather this is one of the crew members of the other ship.” She pointed across the water toward the Sea Searcher I.

      Gunner took the phone back and shoved it in his pocket without taking another glance. “The captain emailed the video to me. It had been sent by one of the crew members of the other ship before they died. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Harper stared across the ocean. “I have. In medical history documentaries while I was in med school at Georgetown. This was not the type of virus we were used to dealing with at the CDC. If I were to guess, we might be looking at VX, a venomous chemical warfare nerve agent that’s highly toxic. Only—” She paused as she gathered her thoughts.

      “What?”

      “VX was developed by the Brits in the early fifties. The timeframe wouldn’t match up with anything found on board the U-boat.”

      “What are other options that may have been in use during the period?” asked Gunner.

      “Nerve agents come in two main classes. The V-series, like VX, came years after World War II. The Novichok agents, favored by the old Soviet Union in the mid-sixties, weren’t even a twinkle in the German scientists’ eyes yet. Other than the insecticide-based organophosphates like malathion, the most likely option would be the G-series compounds.”

      “G-series?” asked Gunner.

      “Well, yeah. G, quite simply, stands for German. A scientist named Gerhard Schrader began to toy with sarin in the late thirties as a pesticide until he figured out how lethal it could be. As is so often the case, any new invention immediately was considered for military use. It’s so toxic that most every nation has outlawed its production.”

      Gunner rubbed his temples. “Sarin could cause what we saw in the video?”

      “Yes.”

      “How much? I mean, how much sarin would be necessary to produce a death that gruesome?”

      Harper sighed. “Sarin is generally considered a weapon of mass destruction because it is lethal even at very low concentrations. And death comes quickly. Usually within one to ten minutes after inhalation.”

      Gunner stood in silence for a moment, continuously staring across the water at the activity taking place on the other ship. He was processing it all, and Harper, who was married to a powerful congressman, understood men needed time to think things through from time to time. She waited for him to speak. His next statement caught her off guard.

      “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting your husband. Congressman Joe Mills, correct?”

      Harper lit up. She’d grown accustomed to meeting people who knew Joe, and they usually heaped praise upon him as they discussed their relationship to him.

      “How do you know him?”

      “There have been occasions when things needed to get done. Joe has called upon my team in the past.”

      Now it was Harper’s turn to consider his statement. She’d been a leading epidemiologist at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention when a mysterious novel virus caused the deaths of several visitors from Mainland China while they were in Las Vegas.

      While with the CDC, Harper had tried not to ask Joe to use his influence on Capitol Hill or within the U.S. government when she needed an assist. However, he was always willing to help when she needed it. He had a favorite response to her requests—I’ve got a guy. Her husband always had a guy, although said guy could’ve been a woman, an agency, or a group of covert operators.

      In the case of the novel virus outbreak in Las Vegas, the guy he’d called upon was Kwon. Later, despite their successful investigation of the disease, Joe had admitted that Kwon was not his first choice. She remembered his words.

      He is one of two people on this Earth with whom I’d trust your life, and the other gentleman doesn’t have the medical background Kwon has.

      She turned to Gunner. “Do you have a medical background, by chance?”

      “You mean, other than carving a bullet out of my thigh in the jungle one time? No.”

      “What have you done for Joe?” she asked.

      Gunner dodged her question. “That’s not for me to answer. You guys need to know something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “There may be a lot of this nerve agent out there somewhere. I don’t know if its sarin or one of the other letter-names you just mentioned. I do know this. Supposedly, only one canister made it from the bottom of the ocean onto the deck of that ship over there. Within half an hour, everyone was dead.”

      “Wait, did you say one? I understood there is another canister intact, recovered by your team.”

      “That’s right, we got one,” replied Gunner. “Inside the hull of the sub, there were enough racks to hold several hundred.”

      “They’re all gone?” she asked. “Did they fall out of the wreckage?”

      “Maybe, but we weren’t alone. We have to work under the assumption they were salvaged by someone else.”

      Harper shook her head and rolled her eyes. “God help us.”
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      The first day of Brit Jorgensen’s arrival in Argentina had been filled with uncertainty but excitement. She had been tasked with making a home for her young children and her beloved Heinrich Himmler when he was able to escape Germany to join her. Her financial resources were nearly limitless for the era. Her choice of location was dictated by many factors, including pleasing her lover. However, she also had to plan for the future.

      In this regard, Brit was a visionary. Unlike her sister, Inge, who had a knack for numbers and all things financial, Brit had a penchant for logistics, tactics, and security. She was more soldier than accountant, a trait that served her well throughout her century on Earth.

      She recalled Himmler’s words when he’d introduced her to Wewelsburg for the one and only weekend visit before he sent her back to Norway.

      “This will be the center of the world,” he’d proudly announced when he welcomed her into the massive castle.

      As he led her by the arm, his hypnotic voice had echoed eerily around the walls. Inside, innumerous candles provided both light and warmth to the predominantly concrete and stone structure. The windows were small and set high up on the walls. Himmler, who had an affinity for the occult, preferred the darkness.

      She recalled how proud he was of Wewelsburg, and during those seventy hours together, alone, except for SS activity of course, he showed a different side of himself. A human side. That of a family man who longed for a normal life. She wanted Himmler to join her in Argentina, so she set out to build a home to recreate the Camelot he’d envisioned at Wewelsburg.

      Castle Bariloche was built high upon a ridge overlooking Lago Nahuel Huapi, the sprawling deep-water lake cut into the mountains surrounding Bariloche. The fingerlike ridge extended into the westernmost part of the water, barely seven miles from the Chilean border with Argentina. Just on the other side of the border at the base of the mountain was Peulla, Chile, a small port town that was connected to the South Pacific Ocean through a series of deep-water rivers, canals, and lakes. The area immediately reminded her of Norway and the northern coast of Germany where Wewelsburg was located.

      The strategic positioning of this two-thousand-acre tract on the eastern side of the Andes Mountains fit her requirements perfectly. Himmler had taught her the strategic advantage of location in establishing security and how water played a role in history as a buffer between advancing armies and a castle.

      Brit also understood the logistical advantage of having access to the world’s great oceans, especially deep-water options for using submarines as a means of transportation. The location she chose on the lake, overlooking the tiny village of Bariloche, fit these needs.

      She immediately sent for the most accomplished Italian and German architects, who were smuggled into Argentina through a number of means of transportation. They assembled a team of European craftsmen and coupled them with local laborers. She wanted to create a testament to Himmler and his vision of the greatness of the Reich. She called it Castle Bariloche, resisting the urge to name it Wewelsburg for obvious reasons.

      It was bad enough she built the structure to closely resemble Wewelsburg. Calling it by the same name would clearly garner the attention of Allied intelligence at some point. Brit spent hours with the architects in an attempt to recall each detail of Himmler’s castle. Whenever possible, the architects would incorporate these details into the design in addition to many special features Brit insisted upon for her family’s privacy and safety. Thus far, she didn’t have to employ any of those measures, but they would be available to them when necessary.

      Inside this forbidding fortress, Brit raised her two sons, and after they were married, their children lived in Castle Bariloche as well. It was expected, and the boys’ wives fully understood this when they were chosen for marriage. Their coupling, together with the children they bore, as well as future generations, was designed to continue the dream of the Reich’s rebirth.

      The three-foot-thick walls created a noticeable chill and darkness within the hallways that circumvented the structure. The windows, later retrofitted with bulletproof glass, provided natural light and an incredible view of the surrounding mountain range.

      Once inside the inner rooms, the walls built of block and stone were brightly lit, and the spaces were decorated with all the modern conveniences except for air conditioning. The cool climate, in which high temperatures averaged sixty degrees Fahrenheit in January and February, avoided the need for a central HVAC system. Individual rooms were warmed with fireplaces, typically burning oak and maple from trees found on the surrounding ridges.

      Over the years, advanced technology was incorporated into Castle Bariloche that relied heavily upon satellites for access. Remoteness had its drawbacks, but with the financial resources of Odessa, they had the ability to launch a private communications satellite into space via CNES, the French space program. The secure private satellite enabled the leaders of Odessa to communicate without fear of prying eyes and ears from the world’s intelligence agencies.

      For all of its modern conveniences, accoutrements, and technologies, Castle Bariloche did maintain two areas in their originally constructed appearance—the Grand Hall and the rotund North Tower, both exact replicas of those spaces Himmler had built at Wewelsburg.

      After Brit’s passing, her son Henry Jorgensen, the undisputed leader of die Zwölf, advised the other eleven members of her death. A private service was arranged at the Catholic cathedral, and her body was placed in the crypt underneath the North Tower of Castle Bariloche next to her sister, who’d died years ago.

      Henry also gathered die Zwölf and their immediate family at Castle Bariloche for a celebration of his mother’s life. All attended, without hesitation, because they knew there would be more to discuss than Brit’s legacy. It was a momentous time for them all.
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      “Everyone, if you please,” began Henry Jorgensen. He motioned for his younger brother, Derek, to join his side. “Thank you again for joining us this weekend to celebrate the life of our mother. She was an inspiration to us all, and more importantly, the steps she took as a young woman in the face of adversity have enabled us to do great things over the past half century. Now, it’s time to make a great leap in our objectives. Die Zwölf, please join me in the North Tower.”

      Henry and Derek stood to the side of the hand-carved wooden doors that mirrored the appearance of the arched ceiling above them. On each door was an intricate carving of the Nazi Eagle, a symbol originally developed by the Party apparatus in the 1920s and loosely based on the traditional German coat of arms. It became the symbol of the German government after the Nazis took power.
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      Once they entered the North Tower, the attendees’ eyes were immediately drawn upward to the hackenkreuz, the swastika symbol of the Nazi party. The marble and tile inlay in the center of the ceiling was directly underneath the symbol of the Black Sun on the floor above them.

      They followed Henry up the wide spiral staircase that led them from the main level onto the next floor of the North Tower. The red-carpeted stairs brought out the colors of the Nazi banners that hung around the room.

      It was the Obergruppenführersaal, translated as the Hall of Generals. The large room was encircled by twelve stone pillars, one for each of them, and twelve windowed alcoves. On the floor, crafted in an almost identical material as the original in Wewelsburg, was the Black Sun.

      A hand-constructed wooden table was placed over it, and twelve chairs were perfectly positioned, awaiting their occupants. They were generals of a different ilk. Only one was a military commander, but he couldn’t control his nation’s army on the battlefield as his great-grandfather had so many years ago.

      General Lukas Holzcraft was the commanding officer for U.S. Command, Control, Communications, and Networks at Hanscom Air Force Base in Bedford, Massachusetts. He was deeply rooted in the new field of war—cyber space. He was also privy to the highest security clearance granted any military personnel except the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

      Henry opened his arms and managed a smile. The usually stoic elder statesman of the die Zwölf maintained his solemn demeanor while containing his excitement concerning the days ahead.

      “Please, everyone, take a seat.”

      The chairs shuffled across the floor, and each of them scooted in to the table. At each seat awaited a small silver serving tray containing a crystal glass and matching bucket filled with ice, as well as a bottle of Gerolsteiner mineral water. Alcohol was never served in this place of great reverence.

      Henry motioned to his brother, Derek, to take the floor. Derek was only a few years younger than his brother but was in significantly better physical condition. Like his mother, Derek was a master of logistics and game-planning. Many operations undertaken by die Zwölf, designed to undermine societies and markets, required coordination across multiple levels of their hierarchy. Much like master military strategists who managed their weapons and personnel during battle, Derek coordinated his assets when he sent teams to operate in the shadows.

      Derek stood as he spoke, a custom established from the time of the first meeting of the group. All of the members were fluent in both English and German, while most also spoke conversational Spanish or French. Over the years, to prevent being detected by Nazi hunters and intelligence officials, English was adopted.

      “We’ve known since the end of the war that U-1226 was carrying the sarin canisters. Mengele advised us to find the submarine, as it would provide the basis for our rebirth. This is why we’ve invested so heavily in organizations like Woods Hole and others who routinely explore the ocean floors of the Atlantic. Now, our time and efforts have paid off.

      “The sarin has been distributed to our scientists and laboratories around the globe. Some has been stored within Castle Bariloche. We have hoped for this moment for decades, and our personnel will begin to implement the first stages of pinpoint attacks on our adversaries in the coming days.”

      Derek turned to General Holzcraft. “Lukas, have you heard anything regarding the discovery of the sarin through your official channels?”

      Derek nodded and sat as the general took the floor. “Washington is in the early stages of their investigation, utilizing special operatives out of Fort Belvoir to investigate U-1226 at the bottom of the ocean while bringing in their top scientists out of DARPA to study the dead aboard the Woods Hole ship. At this time, they are trying to keep the details under wraps. That won’t last long.”

      Henry picked up on his last statement. “Does it behoove us to create a leak of this information?”

      Derek stood and answered the question. “Not at this time. The media will create hype, and the result will be tens of thousands of eyes scanning their surroundings for signs of an attack. After we have achieved a couple of successful operations, the element of surprise will no longer be in our favor.”

      Henry continued with the questioning and addressed General Holzcraft. “Won’t the United States government immediately become concerned about the sarin falling into terrorists’ hands?”

      “At some point,” he replied. “For now, they see this as an unfortunate stroke of bad luck for the crew of the Woods Hole ship. It appears they know nothing of our successful salvage operation of the containers from U-1226.”

      “Wasn’t our submersible vessel engaged by their people?”

      Derek took the question. “At this point, they suspect our submersible may have been manned by fortune hunters. We lost one of our divers in the process. His tracking device is still operating.”

      “Where is he?” asked Henry.

      “The Gulf Stream carried his body a thousand miles away,” replied Derek without emotion.

      Henry furrowed his brow. “Derek, what is the next step?”

      Derek turned to his cousin, Friedrich Bauer, the president of Unibanco Group, the second-largest bank in Latin America with over four hundred billion dollars in assets. Unibanco had branches in twenty-two countries worldwide. Formed by Inge Jorgensen in 1945, it was privately owned by the members of die Zwölf.

      Bauer, the youngest son of Inge Jorgensen, survived his brother, who died in a fatal crash years ago. His primary residence was in Belize, but he maintained homes in Berlin and New York.

      “Fred, have you arranged the funding?”

      “With the push of a button,” he replied with a smile. Fred and Derek, who were born at virtually the same time in Norway, were best friends. “All payments to operatives and expenses associated with the first two phases of the operation will be made by cash. We have our most trusted people handling the transactions.”

      “Good,” said Derek. He turned to his brother. “We are on an approximately seven-day clock now for phase one, with phase two set for just a few days thereafter.”

      “Why so quickly?”

      “We will use our media sources to point fingers of blame at Tehran. They will never suspect the next target will be in the States.”

      Henry leaned back in his chair and clasped his fingers on his slight belly. He made eye contact with each of the men and women of die Zwölf.

      “This is only the beginning. The catalyst, if you will, for all of the other plans we’ve laid the groundwork for. We will use the arrogance of politicians and their people’s innate fears to cause both the collapse of their societies and their economies. They will be looking for an alternative, and we will be there for them. Just like we were there in 1933.”
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      After another thirty minutes in which the group discussed their overall goals for these initial strikes against their enemies, everyone expressed their condolences to the Jorgensen sons. The twelve leaders of Odessa returned to the Grand Hall and enjoyed a nightcap with their families before retiring to the numerous guest suites located in Castle Bariloche. When everyone had left, Henry; his son, Henry Jorgensen Gruber Jr., who went by Jorge; Derek; and Inge’s oldest granddaughter, Sophia Weber, remained seated by the fire in the eight-foot-by-eight-foot opening of the towering stone fireplace. They sipped Asbach brandy as they discussed the death of Brit and the days to come.

      “We’re glad you could make it, Sophia,” began Jorge. “I would’ve liked to have spoken with Remy as well.”

      Remy Weber, Sophia’s husband, had been a respected U.S. congressman from New York before being called upon to become President Jon Taylor’s chief of staff. Remy was the highest-placed Odessa figure ever in the American government.

      “Trust me, he would’ve loved to get out of Washington. The midterms are coming, and the president’s party is going to take a shellacking. People are not happy with the way he is handling the economy. Americans tend to vote with their wallets.”

      Henry shook his head and took another sip of brandy. “It’s the curse of the Western world, but one we use to our advantage. Everything we will be doing over the coming months is designed to upset markets. Destabilizing the American economy causes societal unrest. As history has proven in the States, anger and resentment is easily fomented through our media resources.”

      “It causes the people to distrust the institutions associated with government,” added Jorge. “When that happens, a void is created that allows in an alternative form of government.”

      His father agreed. “Marxism is one option. European-style socialism is another.”

      “Remy says the president is prepared to lead the nation in that direction with a little prodding,” said Sophia. “He’s a politician and has some misgivings about fundamental change to the American form of government.”

      Henry laughed and raised his glass. “When everything begins to come crashing down around him, he’ll see there is no other way. I trust Remy is prepared to steer him as we need it.”

      “Yes, he is,” she replied with a sly smile. She was about to expand on the subject when Derek joined the group.

      “Sorry about the delay,” he began. He retrieved a bottled water from the beverage cart. “I just received a call from Wagner. He’ll be spending the next week overseeing the operation in Azerbaijan. His people will be coordinating the lab work with the Russians as well as preparing for the assault on the target. He understands the importance of this first strike.”

      “How is our KSK friend?” asked Jorge.

      The Kommando Spezialkraefte, or KSK, was an elite special forces unit of the German Army. They were the German equivalent of Delta Force. The unit commanded by Daniel Wagner had come under fire years ago because some of the operators brazenly displayed Nazi symbols and were a little too mouthy with their rhetoric on social media.

      Wagner was the great-grandson of Horst Wagner, a ranking Nazi Party diplomat who was the liaison between the Berlin government and the SS. He was captured after the war and found guilty at the Nuremberg trials of war crimes. He escaped prison in 1948 and went on the run until he made his way to Argentina.

      Wagner’s efforts to quieten his troops during the media uproar were in vain. As a result, the chancellor of Germany, a decidedly anti-nationalist leader, immediately declared Commander Wagner’s unit to be a neo-Nazi organization and disbanded it. Commander Wagner was furious, but not because his unit had been disbanded. He was upset with the young recruits who’d failed to follow operational discipline. He’d taken great pains to handpick men and women for his KSK unit who were like-minded thinkers. The indiscretions of a few threatened to expose the goals of his entire command.

      All was not wasted after Wagner’s unit was disbanded. Derek Jorgensen had longed for his own paramilitary force, following in the ideological footsteps of his grandfather. Himmler had learned how to become an effective leader through the use of fear, and Derek employed his methods continuously throughout his life. When Commander Wagner’s unit at the KSK was disbanded, Derek quickly petitioned die Zwölf to bring Wagner and his men on board.

      Over the last decade, Derek and Wagner had created a mercenary army with a vast array of capabilities that spanned all branches of any nation’s military apparatus. The mercenaries were trained assassins able to utilize their hand-to-hand combat skills as well as long-range sniping capabilities. The budget for Wagner’s team was one of the largest within the Odessa organization, but they’d proved their worth. They’d successfully changed the outcomes of several elections and outright eliminated some candidates who’d be a threat to Odessa’s overall goals. They would prove their value in the coming weeks.

      “Daniel is intense, committed, and ready to get started,” replied Derek, who had a close relationship with the former KSK commander. “Our significant investment will pay off handsomely.”

      Henry asked, “How do you intend to blame the Iranians?”

      “Daniel’s operatives have identified a cell of MOIS agents located in Baku who are also affiliated with Hamas working in Northern Iran,” replied Derek. MOIS was an acronym for the Ministry of Intelligence and Security in Iran, the equivalent of America’s CIA. Baku was the capital of Azerbaijan. Hamas was an Islamic terrorist organization based in Gaza but mostly funded by Tehran. “He intends to plant bodies near the scene of the attack, providing easy evidence for the FBI and the local authorities to make their logical assumptions. AZERTAC, their state news agency, will be provided photographs from an anonymous citizen. The narrative will be written within hours of the attack.”

      “Very good, Derek,” said Henry. “Herr Goebbels would be proud.”

      Derek laughed. “My brother, he would’ve truly enjoyed his job in these times. It’s so easy to use propaganda to achieve our goals.”

      Sophia addressed her uncle. “Uncle Derek, Remy brought up the issue of those radical cults in Northern Germany. They continue to run at the mouth on social media and in American chat rooms, trying to recruit Americans to join their Day X plan.”

      Derek nodded, indicating his recognition of the group. “Nordkreuz. Northern Cross. They are young, idealistic, but mainly stupid thugs. They are very much like the American Antifa group. Anarchists who simply want an excuse to destroy things.”

      “An asset for us, right?” asked Jorge.

      “Yes, when the time is right,” replied Derek. “However, we cannot associate with these wild-card criminals. They have no loyalty to one another. Every time one of them is arrested, they disclose all they know to the Polizei. When events begin to unfold, they will follow their own lead and strike out against their typical soft targets—businesses, local government buildings, and tourism sites.”

      Henry turned to his niece. “Sophia, what is this Day X plan?”

      “Uncle Henry, they have made noise for years, maintaining there will be a day when they take back control of Germany. They refer to it as Day X. According to the intelligence reports Remy has relayed to me, the Nordkreuz will initiate a major attack that will take place on Germany’s democracy, Islamic immigrants, and the liberal social system, allowing them to seize control of the government.”

      Jorge laughed. “That’s ludicrous.”

      “Of course,” added Sophia. “Nonetheless, German intelligence has them on their radar after a political hit list was obtained during a raid on one of their members’ homes. Ironically, some of the names on their hit list match our own.”

      “Enemy of my enemy is my friend, ja?” added Henry as he raised his glass as if to offer a toast.

      Sophia continued what her husband had relayed to her. “The Nordkreuz gained access to secure police databases to download the personal details of twenty-five thousand politicians, government workers and members of the CDU,” she said as she finished her brandy. The Christian Democratic Union of Germany had been in power since the election of Angela Merkel in 2005. “Their plan is to target these individuals in a sudden spate of kidnappings, bombings, and killings.”

      “Create chaos,” added Derek.

      “Yes, and it would all begin on Day X, the day that would mark a bloody uprising against Germany’s democracy and the liberal social system entrenched during the Merkel years.”

      Henry stood and wandered toward the fireplace. “Well, I’m not sure I’m ready to get in bed with Nordkreuz. However, I agree with Derek. They might be useful to us in the future.”
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      Gunner was the last to arrive for the debriefing at Fort Belvoir. He’d spent a considerable amount of time on the phone with Pop that morning, who’d been feeling down. When Gunner had broken the news about the Gray Fox team’s move to Virginia, Pop had provided his wholehearted endorsement. In reality, Gunner suspected, his father was lonely without them around Dog Island.

      Ghost gave him a disapproving look when he entered the Den that morning. Gunner immediately went to his mentor’s side and apologized. He explained his tardiness, and Ghost patted him on the back. Washington expected a lot from their special operators in terms of time commitment. Their lives were no longer their own once they signed on to the world of secretive missions. Not to mention they could die on any given operation, including the one to the bottom of the Puerto Rico Trench.

      “Okay, let’s get started,” said Ghost in a raised voice. The muted chatter in the Den came to a stop, and all of the analysts sat a little more upright in their chair. Everyone in the highly classified operations center dedicated to the Gray Fox team played a different role. During the briefings, any of them could be called upon to add to the conversation. “Jackal, let’s start with the other salvage operation the team ran across near the U-boat.”

      “Well, sir, without making excuses, our efforts were hindered by the weather and darkness,” began the young FBI agent, who’d joined the Gray Fox team and brought with her exceptional computer skills. “Based upon our analysis, it appears a single vessel remained in the vicinity during the time period necessary to remove the number of canisters Gunner believes might’ve been present. There were several other vessels who traveled through the area. However, they only remained nearby during commonly recognized peak fishing hours for wahoo and tuna. They’re the two most prevalent targets of commercial fishing operations this time of year.”

      “Have you been able to identify the ship that remained in the area?” asked Ghost.

      “No, sir. The combination of weather and the fact the ship’s flag was missing prevented that. All we could do was make a best guess as to their port of embarkation as being the northern coast of Cuba. Most likely Moa, sir.”

      One of the analysts spun in his chair to address the team. “Moa is known for its holdouts loyal to the old Castro regime. The local government and law enforcement officials are corrupt, making them easily susceptible to bribes.”

      Jackal nodded and continued. “Plus, we were able to detect activity at the airport in Moa that coincides with the time the other submersible evaded our team’s interaction at the U-boat. If my calculations are correct, the mystery submersible could’ve returned to the salvage ship and the entire operation could’ve arrived at Moa around the same time two unidentified aircraft left Cuba.”

      “Were you able to track their flight paths?”

      Jackal grimaced. “No, sir. Which is one of the reasons I believe my theory that Moa was the original port of embarkation and where the vessel returned to. The two aircraft, based on satellite imagery, appear to be old Russian/Ukrainian transport aircraft—the Antonov An-74. It took some work, but these small cargo planes have large intake ducts mounted on the fixed wing, which resemble oversized ears from above.”

      “Cheburashka,” quipped Bear. “I know this aircraft. There was an old cartoon character in the Soviet Union designed to knock off Mickey Mouse. Cheburashka had oversized brown ears. When you faced the Antonov, the intakes looked like large mouse ears.”

      “How did you know this?” asked Cam.

      “I know things, too,” replied Bear. “Truthfully, I struck up a conversation with a NATO guy while we had a layover in Turkey years ago. He pointed out the An-74 to me while we were talking.”

      Ghost turned back to Jackal. “Why couldn’t you track them?”

      “They went to great pains to avoid detection, sir,” she replied. “Both aircraft disconnected their transponders, and their takeoff trajectories over the ocean were very low. Both followed one another toward Puerto Rico before our satellite imagery lost them.”

      “Any thoughts on where they might’ve been headed?” asked Gunner.

      “Their range limited their options. Africa would’ve been a thousand miles beyond their fuel capabilities. The Caribbean islands from Montserrat to Grenada weren’t likely because of our FAA’s connection to these airports. Venezuela is logical or Guyana. From there, Senegal would be in reach, allowing them to refuel and head to the Middle East or Russia.”

      Ghost shook his head in disappointment. “That’s not much to go on, leaving us nothing more than speculation as to who might’ve been behind this.”

      Gunner had an idea. “Somebody on the inside must’ve tipped these people off. This research bunch. Woods Hole. What do we know about them?”

      One of the female analysts sitting near Jackal responded, “They’re highly respected and hire the best of the best in the world of climate research and the study of oceanography. They’ve been around for nearly a hundred years, relying upon government grants and contracts mostly. In the late forties, however, their research funding got a huge boost, and the operation expanded to over five hundred employees made up of scientists, engineers, ship’s crew, and technical experts.”

      “Are they accountable to the government in any way?” asked Cam.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the young analyst replied, causing Cam to scowl. She did not consider herself a ma’am. “Woods Hole is divided into six research departments and more than forty laboratories. The research departments are separate and distinct from one another. Those that receive U.S. government grants and contracts are required to comply with the FFATA.” The FFATA was an acronym for the Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act, which required any individual or organization receiving grant awards to provide an accounting for the funds’ uses.

      Gunner picked up on her response. “Do you mean that only some of the research departments are held accountable?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How are the others funded?” he asked.

      Jackal responded, “Woods Hole has an annual operating budget in excess of two hundred million dollars. They have environmentalist foundations and private donors throwing money at them.”

      Gunner ran his fingers through his hair and glanced at Cam. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Follow the money?” she replied rhetorically.

      Gunner nodded. “Yeah. Most times, there’s a financial interest of some kind pulling the strings. Forget about the contents of the canisters for a moment, although we are pretty much aware of its destructive capability. There’s clearly a black market for weapons of mass destruction in any form, including chemical and biological.”

      Ghost stepped forward. “Are you suggesting Woods Hole is profiting from the sale of this stuff?”

      “Not necessarily,” replied Gunner. “Or at least the institution itself is not. However, the person who tipped off this salvage operation may be. Consider how sophisticated they were. We were on the scene pretty quick. Before we arrived at the wreckage, they cleaned out the entire hull of these canisters and hauled them back to their ship before offloading the cargo into two airplanes prepared to fly in stealth mode to points unknown. That takes more than quick planning. I’m suggesting these guys were ready for this already.”

      “Okay,” began Ghost. “I can see where you’re going. But how do the benefactors of Woods Hole come into this?”

      “It’s a long shot, but we’ve got nothing else to go on at this point,” Gunner explained. “What if someone at Woods Hole knew this U-boat was missing and that it held the canisters in its cargo hold?”

      “You follow the money,” Cam repeated her thought from earlier. “Let’s research the financial records of the people at Woods Hole who were first made aware of the situation. Tap into their phone records, bank accounts, everything.”

      “I can do that,” said Jackal.

      “Also, call me crazy,” said Gunner. “But look into their benefactors. If I were searching for sunken treasure consisting of chemical weapons, I’d consider using an above-reproach source for cover. I’d keep a guy on the inside to notify me when something is found.”

      “This is a long list, Gunner,” said Jackal.

      Gunner grimaced. “I know, and I recognize you guys don’t need to run off on a wild-goose chase. Do it your way, but I have a suggestion. Don’t start with the more recent donors. Start with the oldest.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Ghost.

      “This U-boat left with its Nazi crew sometime in forty-four to forty-five, most likely. Obviously, it never made it to its destination. It’s possible someone has been looking for its cargo for a long time.”
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      The team finished their briefing, and Ghost had dismissed Gunner. He was about to leave the Den to join Cam and Bear, who awaited him to have lunch, when Jackal stopped him. “Gunner, can I talk to you for a minute before you take off?”

      Gunner noticed the serious look on her face. He lowered his voice as he spoke. “Hey, are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      “I’m fine,” she replied. “This will just take a moment, but we need to talk in private.”

      Gunner stuck his head out the door. “Hey, guys, I need a few minutes. Where do you wanna go?”

      “Mission BBQ,” replied Bear. Mission BBQ had opened its doors for business on September 11, 2011, ten years following the attack on America by Islamic terrorists. The patriot-themed restaurant was a favorite of soldiers and first responders in the area. The restaurant’s motto was Proudly Serving Those Who Serve.

      “I’ll meet you there,” said Gunner as he followed Jackal into a small conference room located inside the Den. After he closed the door behind them, he asked, “What’s up?”

      “Colonel Robinson’s chickens are coming home to roost,” she replied.

      U.S. Army Colonel Maxwell Robinson was the Department of Defense’s appointed liaison between NASA and Roscosmos, the Russian Space Agency, during joint missions related to the International Space Station.

      He had been on duty at NASA’s Mission Control in Houston when a mysterious communication blackout occurred between the ISS and Houston for a period of nine hours. When the communication uplink was restored, the Russian commander of the space station informed Houston that a tragic accident took the life of a rookie astronaut, Heather Fox, Gunner’s wife.

      The official account was that space debris had dislodged one of the ISS antennas. Heather was unexpectedly called upon to join two Russian cosmonauts on her first spacewalk to deal with the damage. While she was assisting the Russians outside the ISS, NASA was told her tethered lifeline had been dislodged accidentally, and she was therefore unable to return to the space station.

      The tragic loss of Heather Fox was mourned by NASA, America, and especially Gunner, who remained bitter for years. He was angry that she was sent on the spacewalk to begin with. Then the lack of transparency on the part of the Russians and NASA frustrated him as he demanded answers.

      It wasn’t until he was aboard the Starhopper en route to a planned diversion of Asteroid IM86 that he not only learned the truth about what happened to his wife that day, but that the Russian cosmonauts responsible for her death were on board the spaceship with him.

      In the process of defending himself in a fight for his life, he exacted his revenge on the Russians and learned that Colonel Robinson had been duplicitous in the coverup. He had a score to settle with Robinson, but Gunner understood revenge was a dish best served cold.

      After his mission into space, Gunner had discussed Robinson’s involvement with Jackal, who vowed to use all of her resources to help bring the deceitful colonel to justice. Gunner had placed his need for revenge out of his mind, opting instead to hold onto the fond memories of his times together with Heather. Now Jackal had an update for him.

      She motioned for him to sit down, but he chose to lean against the wall instead. The mere mention of Robinson’s name resulted in adrenaline coursing through his veins, and sitting wouldn’t last long anyway.

      “My contacts at the CIA came through,” she explained. “The phone conversations were archived as part of an investigation into election interference and therefore were never made a part of the investigation into Heather’s death.”

      “Why would that happen?” he asked.

      “Well, the two parties who were taped couldn’t be identified. The Russian worked in Moscow within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Apparently, he’d been a back-channel resource used by Colonel Robinson from time to time. Anyway, the Russian was being investigated as part of the voter-tampering matter. One of the CIA analysts happened to remember this conversation as being out of place with the man’s normal duties.”

      “Bottom line it for me,” said Gunner through clenched teeth.

      “Both Robinson and Mission Control Director Mark Foster were aware of what happened to Heather that day. Foster, of course, is dead and took the truth to his grave.”

      “By a bullshit suicide,” grumbled Gunner before Jackal continued.

      She finished her explanation. “Robinson is set to retire in three months.”

      Gunner took a deep breath and glanced at the ceiling. “Do we have enough to go on? You know, can the Bureau get involved and charge him with something?”

      “Maybe, but I don’t know that will happen because Justice would have to get involved,” replied Jackal. “President Taylor has the attorney general under his thumb.”

      “So?” Gunner was genuinely confused.

      Jackal sighed. “Gunner, based upon what we can discern from the conversation and Robinson’s subsequent actions, the orders to cover up Heather’s death came from the top.”

      “The White House?” Gunner began to pace the floor. He was incredulous. “Are you telling me the damn President of the United States knew my wife was murdered by Russians and didn’t do anything about it?”

      “He covered it up, Gunner, supposedly to prevent his political opponents from demanding a scalp. He’s a dove, you know, and has no appetite for military conflict. He feels he’s got more important things to spend our money on.”

      “Are you saying Robinson would be protected by the administration to keep the truth from coming out?” asked Gunner.

      “Most likely, yes. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if contingency plans haven’t been in place for years since Taylor was vice president. He was the administration’s point man on the space program at the time, if you remember.”

      “I thought he was just a figurehead,” said Gunner, who wandered as he spoke.

      “He was more than that, apparently. And Robinson reported directly to him.”

      Gunner leaned on the table with both hands. “If we can’t get him for the crime he committed, can’t we get him for one he didn’t?”

      “My contacts might be able to set him up for a treason charge related to his conversations with the Russian foreign affairs agent. Apparently, there were some election matters discussed with Robinson that were unrelated to NASA business. The conversation enabled the CIA to identify Robinson based on the subject matter.”

      “Can they make the case before he retires?”

      Jackal shrugged. “It’ll be close. Listen, there’s always the other option. Eye for an eye.”

      Gunner took a deep breath and turned away from Jackal. He studied a world map affixed to the wall. He mindlessly found his way to Dog Island just off the Florida Panhandle, where he and Heather had planned on living out their days together. It seemed like so long ago.

      “You know, killing comes easy to me now. I’m not a hundred percent certain I still have a moral compass when it comes to pulling the trigger, regardless of the weapon. But I’m just not into vigilante justice, you know. Sure, I took out the three Russian assholes on the Starhopper, but they tried to kill me, and they’d already attacked the rest of our crew.”

      “They killed Heather,” interjected Jackal. “Not Robinson, Foster, or even the president.”

      “Yeah, but those three were equally culpable. They shouldn’t get a pass.”

      Jackal remained quiet to allow Gunner an opportunity to process his thoughts. After a moment, he turned to her. “I won’t rest until they’re exposed or dealt with. Now, there are bigger fish to fry. Can you try to connect President Taylor to Robinson? Maybe they didn’t cover their tracks?”

      “I’ll do everything I can,” she replied. “The president will be untouchable, though. This is the kind of thing they can quash with a phone call.”

      “Maybe so. But sometimes the court of public opinion can be just as powerful as a jury of your peers.”
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      The pilot of the Sikorsky S-434 utility helicopter had been busy in the last several days. He’d ferried passengers from Russia, Georgia, and Armenia into the desolate mountains. He glanced over at his passenger from time to time, a seemingly important man, who remained deep in thought as the pilot navigated the chopper low to the ground, deftly easing up the valleys on that beautiful late-summer day.

      He massaged the controls as he guided the helicopter through the incredibly tight, tree-lined canyon of pine trees. He maintained an altitude of just two hundred feet above the ground to avoid the peering eyes of radar and Russian patrol aircraft along the border.

      Past the rooftops of the small native villages of the ancient country, he could see the farmers working the fields full of grapes and citrus fruits. They gave the helicopter a passing glance as it sailed by.

      As with all Odessa operations, the pilot had been given scant details regarding his passengers or their purpose. His orders provided him pickup locations, timelines, and expected numbers of passengers. He banked hard to the left and dropped directly into the middle of a clearing in the dense forest of the Caucasus mountain range. The landing zone was perilously close to the tree canopy, and the whipping rotor blades sheared some of the pine tree branches.

      Daniel Wagner impatiently flung the door open of the all-black chopper the second the skids touched the ground. The quick flight from Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan located on the Caspian Sea in Central Asia, to Gabala in the lower end of the Greater Caucasus Mountains, wasn’t quick enough for the former KSK commander. He was a man on a mission, and his window of opportunity to effectuate Odessa’s first strike was fast approaching.

      After instructing the pilot to wait for him, he trotted away toward an awaiting Khazar sedan, the national car brand of the nation that had experienced political upheaval since it declared its independence from Russia in 1991.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      For Odessa, the nation was of strategic importance because of its central proximity to Russia, Turkey, and Iran. Odessa’s roots ran deep into the Middle East, and Turkey, located to the west of Azerbaijan, was the perfect conduit into Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon.

      As for Iran, Odessa’s long-standing relationship with the mullahs dated back to their financial assistance in deposing the U.S.-supported shah of Iran in 1979 during the Iranian Revolution.

      Lastly, the relationship between members of die Zwölf and the former German adversaries in Russia had become one of shared common interests. In recent years, geopolitical relations between Washington and Moscow had been strained. The Jorgensen brothers swiftly moved in to create bonds with high-ranking officials of the Russian government. The result was a working relationship with a common goal—undermine America on the world stage.

      Wagner cared nothing for politics, as was the case when he was the commander of his KSK unit. He didn’t kiss ass, nor did he toe the line. It was his unit, and he’d run them as he saw fit. In the end, that stubbornness was his downfall in Germany, but it opened up an unimaginable opportunity with Odessa.

      The disbanding of his KSK Special Forces commando unit came with the swiftness of a Blitzkrieg. A sergeant within his unit, a malcontent who repeatedly attempted to undermine his command, had sent a twelve-page letter to the German defense minister Annegret Kremp. Kremp had an utter disdain for the German military and had been instrumental in running U.S.-led NATO forces out of the country and into Poland a decade prior.

      The letter made clear, in the sergeant’s opinion, that the eleven-hundred-soldier unit, which operated in top secrecy and specialized in lethal operations, was moving in the direction of fascist terrorism. The sergeant claimed there was a groundswell of discontent within the KSK that the unit was quickly turning into a model reminiscent of Hitler’s Waffen-SS.

      Within days, before the allegations contained in the letter to Kremp could undergo a thorough investigation, a copy was delivered to Der Spiegel, the nation’s largest news magazine. The reporter turned the letter into a massive hit piece on the KSK.

      In a three-part series, the reporter claimed that nationalist, right-wing extremist tendencies within the KSK were tolerated by the Berlin government and sometimes consciously covered up. Past administrations allegedly acknowledged the activities of the KSK soldiers but recognized the commanders were trained to look the other way when their personnel treated immigrants harshly, for example.

      The slant of the article was so brazen that soon half of Germany demanded the KSK be disbanded and the soldiers be investigated for criminal acts. The Berlin government was not prepared to go that far because, despite all the criticism heaped upon the KSK, they were an absolutely necessary part of the German military.

      Instead, they chose to make an example of the one commander specifically mentioned in the sergeant’s letter, who was identified as Daniel. Unfortunately for Daniel Wagner, he was the only commander within the KSK who matched the letter’s designation.

      Wagner had admonished several members of his unit for their postings on social media, which drew attention to his KSK unit. One such admonishment took the form of a posting in a private Facebook group. In the post, he tried to stop the public postings while encouraging his soldiers not to lose sight of the big picture.

      We stand together to be an internal enemy against the modern conglomerate of left-wing, uniform-wearing recipients of politically correct initiatives. Our nation will once again return to greatness, and it is our duty to maintain its culture and integrity until authentic German leadership returns to Berlin. You are the new generation of German soldiers, who will act when the times demand it. Long live holy Germany!

      This post was obtained by the Defense Minister’s office and provided to the reporter at Der Spiegel along with the twelve-page letter. As a result, no formal complaint was ever required and no investigation was undertaken. The German chancellor demanded Wagner’s dismissal, and his entire unit was disbanded to make an example of them. Three weeks later, all of Wagner’s unit, together with another eighty operatives within the KSK, were hired by Odessa under the supervision of Derek Jorgensen.

      Wagner’s driver sped up the winding two-lane gravel road toward the year-round snow-capped peak of Mount Bazarduzu, a prominent landmark delineating the border between Azerbaijan and Russia. The colder climate coupled with the remote environs made for a perfect location to establish a chemical weapons laboratory.

      For years, Odessa had spent an inordinate amount of money developing bioweapons intended to inflict mass casualties on the former Allied countries. Now their program had just received a boost in the form of nearly three hundred canisters of Nazi-produced sarin made at Riems Island by Herr Doktor Kurt Blome.
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      Minutes later, Daniel Wagner stood in front of a slate gray building that perfectly epitomized the former Soviet Gulag labor camp, which housed political prisoners. Oftentimes, the former inmates had been snatched in the dead of the night from their homes and brought to this desolate part of the mountains. While imprisoned, they mined gold, lumbered, built roads, and constructed buildings until they died.

      The bright morning sun baked the outside of the concrete structure to offset the temperatures, which hovered in the upper thirties. The secret laboratory had been given a code name, Einstein, to honor the German-born physicist who turned his scientific genius toward producing chemical weapons in late 1914. His research brought him recognition as a proponent of using poisonous gasses to drive enemy soldiers from their entrenchments during World War I in an effort to break the stalemate on the Germans’ Western Front with France.

      Derek Jorgensen had successfully recruited a number of Russian and Pakistani weapons scientists to join Odessa and work at the Einstein facility. Several of the scientists had worked at the Khan laboratories where Pakistan’s state-sponsored nuclear program had been born. After perfecting their nuclear arsenal, Pakistan then exported the weapons to customers, including terrorist organizations, around the globe.

      “Welcome, comrade,” greeted Andre Kaspar, the Russian-born scientist who’d been recruited by Jorge Gruber to head up Einstein’s bioweapons program. Known as one of the world’s premier virologists, he’d been lured away from Moscow’s equivalent of the CDC by the promise of riches. He wasn’t interested in ideological battles. He wanted the good life like that of the Russian oligarchs, who traveled to Greece, Ukraine, and Georgia to enjoy women and fine dining.

      When Kaspar left Moscow, he brought with him a sampling of smallpox from the State Research Center of Virology located in Koltsovo, Russia, together with two other scientists interested in a better life for themselves.

      “Tell me about your progress, Doctor,” said the six-foot-four Wagner. He wasn’t one for small talk.

      Kaspar extinguished his cigarette and quickly lit another one. The small lobby was the only part of Einstein where smoking was allowed. He inhaled deeply and turned toward the former KSK operative.

      “Our first goal was to successfully extract the contents of the containers without creating a biological disaster. At your instructions, we limited our harvesting of the sarin to half of our supply and stored the other half within the laboratory.”

      “What have you learned?” barked Wagner, growing weary of Kaspar’s smoking. His disapproving look was not lost on the scientist, who took one last drag before extinguishing the remainder of his cigarette into the sand-filled ashtray.

      “Each canister contained sarin in either its pure form or as small sponges. We’ve tested the sponges and have concluded they were designed for deployment into a water supply or similar fluid.”

      “Lethal levels?” asked Wagner as he followed Kaspar through an airlock and into a sterile hallway. The airlock sprayed both of the men with a fine mist that sterilized their clothing and removed the stench of cigarette smoke from Kaspar’s all-white surgical scrubs.

      “Yes. Each sponge is remarkably uniform in their parts per million of the sarin. This will take the guesswork out of how many sponges to insert into a particular targeted location. As I explained to Herr Gruber on the phone, the most important step in the launch of a bioterror attack is the identification of the event and the location. Once we have that information, an appropriate amount of the sarin-soaked sponges can be determined.”

      Kaspar gestured for Wagner to enter through a set of double doors into a large room with cubicles surrounded by computer monitors. Several Einstein personnel were working diligently at their computer stations, and the screens on the wall reflected their efforts.

      Wagner stopped to study the monitors. Each one was labeled differently. “What are they working on?”

      Kaspar stepped toward the walls. “There are a wide variety of routes of entry for biological weapons into the human body. Because of the enormous supply at our disposal, likely the largest in the world, by the way, we have many options.” Kaspar turned his back to Wagner and walked along the wall, pointing as he explained.

      “The main routes of entry are inhalation, direct skin or mucous membrane contact, and via the gastrointestinal tract. Ingestion through food or drink is possible, but considered uncommon by many health organizations. Of course, their experience with sarin has been limited thus far.

      “Here, we are working on various methods of delivery. Since sarin is a clear, odorless liquid, it can be aerosolized as a liquid spray or even in a light vapor form. Really, it’s quite remarkable in its lethality. It can contaminate water, food, the air we breathe, and, in aerosolized format, it can even contaminate agricultural products.”

      Wagner continued to study the monitors. He pointed to the last screen on the end. “Combustible?”

      “Ah, yes. A little-known fact. This is, once again, why the scientists at Riems Island were so remarkable. Most likely, through trial and error, they learned that sarin cannot be stored or transported in just any type of container. Sarin decomposes tin, magnesium, aluminum, and even cadmium-plated steel. In fact, contact with some of these metals may evolve the sarin into flammable hydrogen gas.

      “Further, when heated, these containers can explode. Even if not purposefully heated, the vapors resulting from the decomposition, when mixed with oxygen, present an explosion hazard in any environment. The chemical properties of the sarin mixed with oxygen create a unique opportunity as an agent of biological warfare. The vapors are heavier than air. Once released, they will spread along the ground, collect and stay in poorly ventilated or confined areas such as sewers or basements. Lying in wait, if you will, until they are discovered or ignited.”

      “Verdammt.” Wagner’s utterance expressed his amazement at the sarin’s deadly potential. He stifled his excitement and focused on the directive given to him by Derek Jorgensen. “Tell me about the lethality. How long does it take for the sarin to affect our targets?”

      “Exposure to a nerve agent such as sarin can be rapidly fatal. For example, liquid sarin causes effects within seconds to minutes, and death occurs inside of ten minutes. Likewise, inhalation exposure is available on the same time course as liquid exposure to skin or the body’s orifices.”

      “You made reference to ingestion,” interrupted Wagner.

      “Yes. However, there are no studies available to identify a time course of effects following ingestion. When sarin was outlawed by international treaty, no further testing took place. To my knowledge, the ingestion method was never conducted on live creatures, even laboratory animals.”

      Wagner thought for a moment. He was familiar with the work of Dr. Kurt Blome at Riems Island. He was certain Josef Mengele and his contemporaries experimented on all manner of living beings, including people. In a way, he and the scientists at Einstein would be doing the same. However, for their introductory salvo, there was no room for error, and experimentation would have to wait. He needed a sure thing, and he needed it fast.

      “Which of the methods that you’ve described can be made available for our use first?”

      Kaspar approached Wagner. “The sarin-soaked sponges are ready for insertion into a water supply, but I’m unable to state with certainty whether the passage of time has weakened their potency. The pure liquid sarin is as lethal as the day it was produced. Given a target location and the schematics of its ventilation system, we can design an appropriate deployment scheme to spread vapors to all breathable air within a building simultaneously.”

      “I can have you a target and the building’s floor plan by the end of the day,” said Wagner.

      Kaspar jutted out his chin and nodded. “Then I will have your detailed plan by morning and the requisite vaporized sarin by the next day.”

      Wagner smiled and whispered in German, “Und so beginnt es.”

      And so it begins.
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        Gunner’s House

        Tangier Island, Virginia

      

      

      Gunner had gathered Cam and Bear at his house for a day of blowing off steam. His conversation with Jackal had weighed heavily on his mind from the day before, causing him to toss and turn during the night. The only thing that took his mind away from killing Colonel Robinson and being done with the whole ordeal was the mystery surrounding the missing canisters off the sunken U-boat. He looked forward to spending time with his best friends, throwing down a few beers, and brainstorming about the lost cargo.

      “I seriously cannot believe we’re about to play Monopoly,” said Cam jokingly as she set a bag of Tostitos Rounds and a bowl of salsa in front of the guys. She took a swig of her beer and sat with her legs folded under her on the floor on the opposite side of the coffee table.

      “This is not just any ordinary Monopoly, Cam. This is vintage German Monopoly. Check it out.”

      Cam studied the board. Although the colors and property locations were the same as the board game she’d loved as a kid, the street designations and landing spaces were all in German. To show its age, the board itself was played using German deutsche marks, the obsolete currency that preceded the euro’s use in Germany. She picked up a card identified as gemeinschaftskarte.

      In her exaggerated Sergeant Schultz accent from the sixties comedy Hogan’s Heroes, she read the phrase written on the card. “Zahle an das Krankenhaus!”

      Bear busted out laughing. “You even sound like a Nazi!”

      “Okay, smart guy,” Cam shot back. “Do you have any idea what this means? Why are we playing this anyway?”

      “Krankenhaus is the German word for hospital,” Gunner responded calmly. He was enjoying the sparring between his friends. “Zahle means pay.”

      “Of course you would know,” said Cam. “Hell, Pop could probably tell us where all these streets are, too.”

      Gunner’s parents had met in Berlin, Germany, while Pop was stationed there in the Air Force. He’d become fluent in her native language, and Gunner had picked up conversational German over the years.

      “I don’t think our part of this whole U-boat investigation is done yet,” Bear finally replied to Cam’s question. “With a little luck, we’ll travel to good old Deutschland to chase down some Nazis.”

      “They’re all dead, you dope,” said Cam. “The war ended eighty years ago.”

      Bear scowled. He hadn’t done the math. “Well, we’ve still gotta start somewhere to find out who ran off with the canisters. The people who’d know about this stuff are probably Germans.”

      Gunner rolled the dice first. While Cam and Bear went at each other, he’d grabbed the car as his token before Bear got the chance. Cam quickly snagged the horse and rider before flipping the iron in Bear’s direction with her middle finger.

      “I don’t want the iron!” he complained.

      She flipped the thimble toward him. “Better?”

      Gunner laughed.

      Bear grabbed the boot and tapped it on the oak tabletop. With a sly grin thrown at Gunner and a hint of snark, he said, “This’ll work in case I need to stick a boot up her—”

      Cam cut him off. “Finish that sentence and you’ll eat that boot,” she snarled.

      “Sooo testy,” said Bear with a slight smile.

      Gunner moved his piece nine spaces to Post Strasse.

      Cam took her turn and rolled a ten. “Nur zum besuch. Just visiting Bear in jail, right?”

      Bear mocked her by repeating her statement aloud. He took his turn. “Say, we didn’t hear anything about Drs. Randolph and Li during the briefing yesterday. Are they out of the picture?”

      Gunner responded as he rolled the dice, which turned up two fives. He moved the car to Berliner Strasse. “They needed a day or so to process the ship, and then Harper said they’d study the results back in their labs at DARPA.”

      “I wonder why they cut the CDC out of this one?” asked Cam.

      “National security,” Gunner quickly replied. “These guys are different from the epidemiologists in Atlanta. Their goal is to prevent a crisis or attack, not investigate them.”

      “Left of boom,” added Bear under his breath.

      Gunner nodded. “Exactly. Her husband’s Congressman Joe Mills. He practically writes our paycheck.”

      “Wow,” said Cam. “You’d think she’d sit back and enjoy the spoils of Washington.”

      “They’re not like that,” said Gunner. “Down-to-earth, roll-up-your-sleeves kinda people. She’s the one who solved the case of that virus discovered in Vegas.”

      “That guy Kwon impressed me,” said Bear. “He didn’t talk much, but he had an air about him. Badass, you know.”

      “Hot, too,” said Cam with a wry smile. She casually rolled the dice and moved her horse forward past Gunner’s piece onto the Free Parking space.

      “If you say so,” mumbled Bear finally. “I didn’t see him as your type.”

      “What is my type?” she challenged him.

      Bear was cornered into responding. “I don’t know. Not Kwon.”

      “I think you’re wrong, and when we meet, I’m gonna ask him out for a beer.”

      Gunner’s phone vibrated on the kitchen counter. He jumped off the couch. “Anybody else need a beer?”

      “Yeah,” replied Cam.

      “Me too,” added Bear.

      Gunner retrieved three bottles of Sammy’s Suds. As he popped the top on the beers, he read the text message from Jackal.

      Jackal: You have an appointment tomorrow morning at 9. See Dr. Kala Bale, professor of Nazi history. William & Mary in Williamsburg. Ghost said don’t be late or hungover.

      Gunner: Roger that. BTW, thanks for the update yesterday. I’ll be patient.

      Gunner returned with the beers. “Well, we may not be going to Germany, yet, anyway. We do have a meeting with a Nazi expert. A professor at William & Mary.”

      “When?” asked Cam.

      “Oh nine hundred. Ghost wants us on time and sober.”

      Bear tipped his bottle up and consumed half the beer in one gulp.

      Cam took a swat at him. “Slow down. He said sober, moron.”

      “No, that’s not the way you do it. Ya drink faster so you can get your six-pack in faster. Then you’ll have more time to sober up before morning.”

      Cam shook her head and rolled her eyes. She looked to Gunner. “Where do you think he comes up with this convoluted logic?”

      Gunner shrugged and followed Bear’s lead, pouring half the bottle down his throat at once. He let out a loud belch. “I dunno, but it works for me.”
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        Home of Sophia Weber

        The Bryant

        Midtown Manhattan

        New York, New York

      

      

      The Bryant was Sophia Weber’s first major real estate project in Manhattan. Her husband, Remy, President Taylor’s chief of staff, had made a name for himself developing the Upper East Side with residential and commercial projects overlooking Roosevelt Island. They’d met at a cocktail party fundraising event of another local real estate developer turned politician decades ago. While the couple didn’t always see eye to eye politically, they had a common goal—power.

      Sophia, as Inge Jorgensen’s oldest granddaughter, had an aptitude for investments and financial matters. In addition to overseeing the banking empire her grandmother created, she learned that New York City real estate would never lose its value. Through judicious management of the family’s fortune, she gained her power over others through political donations, lending favors, and strategic charitable donations.

      Her husband was more politically inclined and quickly found himself rising up the ranks of the most highly sought-after political operatives after he successfully managed multiple New York gubernatorial campaigns. When one of his clients, New York Governor Jon Taylor, was tapped to be the vice-presidential nominee years ago, Remy was encouraged to run for Congress, representing the 10th Congressional District in Manhattan.

      Both men were victorious during that election cycle, and during their first years in office, they became inseparable. When Taylor ran for the highest office in the land, Remy was his only choice to become his chief of staff once he was elected. After much discussion, Sophia and Remy agreed he could wield far greater influence over Washington as the president’s chief of staff than he could as a second- or third-term congressman.

      Presidents were known for wearing out their chiefs of staff during their time in office. Not so for Remy. He could endure any amount of pressure to remain in a position of power that he’d helped create. President Taylor was known to flip-flop on policy positions, typically because Remy was in his ear. Over time, very few decisions were made by the president that didn’t benefit Odessa.

      For her part, Sophia wasn’t relegated to an unimportant role within die Zwölf. New York City was the center of the banking and investment universe. It was also the hub of media operations for most major print and electronic news sources. Her influence, along with other members of die Zwölf, had the ability to shape world events and the message they wanted the general public to receive.

      The thirty-four-story condominium complex housed fifty-seven luxury units with stunning views of Bryant Park below. The Webers occupied the entire thirty-fourth floor of the Bryant, with two triplex penthouses combined into a single residence.

      Sophia strolled in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows toward the elevator. Her security team had just buzzed to advise her that her guests had arrived. This meeting needed to be held in private and out of the normal restaurant settings, where snoops and gossips were abundant.

      The smell of a light lunch reached her nostrils as she passed by the kitchen designed with white lacquered millwork and Italian Carrara marble countertops. As soon as her guests arrived, they’d be seated for lunch, and the staff would retreat to another floor of the residence until summoned. The matters to be discussed could never leave the dining room and the minds of the three participants.

      The elevator opened, and Sophia beamed at the sight of her best friend, Jillian Kruger, the executive editor of the New York Times, who emerged first.

      “Jilly!” exclaimed Sophia as she traded kisses on each cheek with her socialite pal. The two were known to attend high-class soirees together when their husbands were unavailable. Kruger’s husband was the ambassador to Norway.

      “I feel like a third wheel with such beautiful ladies,” quipped Gordon Cyrus, president of Bankers Trust, a large New York investment firm created by Sophia’s grandmother in the late 1940s.

      “Oh hush, Gordon. For many years, I’ve seen you attend parties with some of the most glamorous Broadway stars on each arm that any man could dream of.”

      Cyrus laughed. “They were expensive escorts, my dear. After my second marriage, I found it was far less expensive to pay for such pleasures than allow a New York Supreme Court judge divide my estate while spewing venom about my marital indiscretions.”

      Jilly Kruger gave Cyrus a gentle peck on the cheek. “I was proud to be one of your conquests.”

      Cyrus grabbed her hands and sized her up. Kruger had aged remarkably well with the assistance of her plastic surgeon and a Botox needle.

      “I would do you the honor of a one-night stand if I didn’t like your husband so much.”

      “Enough, you two.” Sophia finally interrupted the playful flirting. “This is not one of those get-togethers. Big things are about to happen, and we need to be ready to handle the messaging as well as profit from it, naturally.”

      “Party pooper,” pouted Kruger, who was enjoying the attention. “All I get at the Gray Lady are sourpusses and anger from the young turks. They all want to change the world and don’t understand these things take time.”

      “They might get to see an acceleration in their dreams,” said Sophia. She led them to the dining room. “Please, get comfortable. I’ll have the staff serve our lunch, and then I plan on dismissing them. What we have to discuss cannot be overheard.”

      “Very mysterious,” said Cyrus.

      With the waggle of a single extended finger, Sophia ignored him and left for the kitchen. Minutes later, their salads and meals were served. Alone, Sophia got right to the point.

      “In the coming days, there will be an attack on the U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan. All intelligence chatter and evidence will point to the Iranians as being the instigator. In the past, they’ve accused the CIA of operating a spy operation out of Baku, using the Caspian Sea as a gateway into Northern Iran.”

      Kruger set her fork down and wiped her mouth. “I take it our people will be behind the attack.”

      “Yes.”

      Cyrus appeared puzzled. “Then why point the finger at Tehran? We’ve worked closely with them in the past and profited mightily as a result.”

      Kruger was unsure of the strategy as well. “This will put the president in an awkward position since he successfully negotiated a new nuclear nonproliferation deal with them.”

      Sophia sat back in her chair and raised both of her hands. “Your reaction is expected and not surprising. First, let me reassure you that Tehran is still a vital strategic partner of Odessa. When the time comes, through the proper channels, they will be advised on how to respond to the international outcry expected to be hurled their way. A rogue element of Hamas operating in Northern Iran. Tehran will take steps to ferret out the culprits and eliminate them. It will provide the mullahs an opportunity to gain favor in the international community.”

      “The world markets will roil,” said Cyrus. “Geopolitical instability is bad for business, including ours.”

      “Understood,” said Sophia. “However, we have learned to make handsome profits in times of turmoil, have we not?”

      “Well, yes. But—”

      Sophia cut him off. “And, Gordon, how often do you get a thirty-six-hour advance notice of a major event so you can position our assets appropriately?”

      “Rarely,” he replied. “With the volatility in our country of late, I’ve developed a methodology alongside an effective bootstrapping test to evaluate the impact of terrorist attacks on the markets. Generally speaking, the impact of terrorist attacks on market volatility lasts about three weeks. Based upon the nature of the attack, we could move into liquid assets, gold and other precious metals. Then, with proper timing, we can butt back into the market to take advantage of panicked sell-offs.”

      Kruger had lost her appetite and pushed her plate forward toward the center of the table. “What are we talking about here, Sophia?”

      “There is going to be a chemical weapons attack on the embassy in Baku. The splinter group of Hamas will eventually crow about it on YouTube and social media, taking full responsibility.”

      “Bioterror is one of the most effective ways of frightening the populace,” Cyrus commented. “People can wrap their heads around a biological agent better than something like a nuke.”

      “What do they plan to use?” asked Kruger.

      “Sarin gas.”

      “Holy shit!” exclaimed Cyrus. “Where did we, um, I mean they get it? Nobody has used that stuff since—”

      “Tokyo in ’95.” The editor of the Times finished his sentence. “Well, maybe a few times in Syria although it was never confirmed.”

      Sophia finished her lunch and took a sip of water. “This will be the first in a series of attacks, Cyrus. The financial moves you make should be both defensive and anticipatory. By that, I mean protect us from the anticipated volatility in the markets and the sudden collapse in values. Then be prepared to reinvest upon my signal.”

      “Okay, I can quietly set those plans in motion today.”

      Sophia turned to Kruger. “There will be leaks out of the Pentagon and the State Department. I need a couple of investigative reporters to handle them. We want to control the messaging so nobody looks in a direction we don’t want them to. Remy will help in that regard as well.”

      Krueger understood the request. “I have two people in mind. They don’t do anything without my nod of approval.”

      “Good,” said Sophia with a smile. “We’ve risen from the ashes, and our time is now. We will strike again and again until we’ve accomplished our goals. Please be ready, my friends. Exciting times await.”
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        Lyon G. Tyler Department of History

        William & Mary University

        Williamsburg, Virginia

      

      

      Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia, sat at the epicenter of American History. Founded in 1632 as a plantation settlement perched high above the James and York Rivers, Williamsburg was the capital of the Virginia colony and instrumental in the events leading to the American Revolution.

      The Historic Triangle, consisting of Williamsburg, Jamestown, and Yorktown, was full of living history to explore. Connected by the Colonial Parkway, Williamsburg and its leading university, William & Mary, provided visitors the opportunity to learn more about America’s founding.

      Professor Kala Bale, a professor of history focusing on World War II, had devoted her career to the subject of the Nazis’ rise to power and the ultimate demise of the Third Reich. Her books had been published worldwide in multiple languages, and she was often called upon to be a guest lecturer or to be interviewed for documentaries.

      She was Italian-American, as her great-grandparents were both born and raised in Italy. Initially, her field of study was Vatican history, but her curiosity had been piqued when she learned of the relationship between some in Rome and the Nazi Party. This led her to her present core teaching curriculum.

      She waited in her lecture hall alone with her projection screen and notes at the ready. Because it was the weekend, there were no classes scheduled. When contacted by a representative of Gray Fox, she willingly agreed to meet with Gunner, Cam and Bear to provide them the benefit of her insight into post-World War II Nazism.

      Cam was the first to enter her lecture hall. The theater-style seating rose from the floor level to the ceiling, allowing up to a hundred attendees at a time. Gunner and then Bear filled the entrance as they quietly entered the room.

      “Welcome!” she shouted from behind her lectern. “Come on down. You can’t hide from the professor today.”

      Professor Bale was in a jovial mood. She enjoyed teaching, even to those who were there for reasons other than higher education. The information she could provide Gunner and his team would be unique and potentially beneficial to their ongoing investigation into who had rushed to the bottom of the Atlantic in search of those canisters.

      After the introductions, Professor Bale began.

      “I spoke to an interesting member of your team, Theodora, I believe her name was. Very cerebral. I truly expected her to be along with you today.”

      “She’s more important than we are,” Cam quipped. “If something happened to us, they’d just find three more like us to do the job. Jack—I mean Theodora is indispensable.”

      “She certainly had a working knowledge of what we’re about to discuss. She seemed to anticipate my questions and was quick to volunteer the pertinent information I requested. Let me start with how I came to study this topic.” Professor Bale turned and pushed a button on a remote device. A screen showing a map of Europe appeared on the monitor centered on the wall.

      She continued. “Many high-ranking Nazi Party officials began to realize in 1944 that the war would be lost. Some attempted to convince Hitler to negotiate a surrender that would allow them to keep their positions within the Reich as well as the conquered territories of Poland and Austria. At the time, some within the British government appeared to be open to the proposal.

      “Hitler, however, adamantly refused. In many respects, he was surrounded by yes men. That was an evolving situation because those who disagreed with him were immediately marked as treasonous. One of the most intellectual, as well as street-smart, individuals in Hitler’s inner circle was Himmler.

      “Himmler, in most respects, was a better planner than Hitler. The difference between the two men was Hitler’s charismatic nature. Himmler was not interested in glory. He sought results. History has shown that Himmler also saw the war as being lost but never enunciated this to Hitler. Instead, he had plans of his own—Odessa.”

      “As in Ukraine?” asked Gunner.

      “No, actually. No relation whatsoever. Odessa was an acronym, more or less, for an organization of former SS members. Now, history has been rewritten over the years as American intelligence agencies have claimed to have generated this code name for the escaping Nazis. In reality, the American counterintelligence corps, or CIC, tried to cover up their inability to find all of the high-ranking Nazi officials. Odessa was designed and implemented by Himmler. It was known throughout the Nazi ranks and was used as a watchword during their secret conversations while held in internment camps immediately after the war.”

      “What was the purpose of Odessa?” asked Gunner.

      “Himmler had plans for a post-war Germany. If Hitler wouldn’t negotiate a surrender, he wanted to have a means to give his top Nazi Party officials and military leaders an opportunity to escape capture. Toward that end, ratlines were established.”

      “Ratlines?” asked Bear.

      “Yes,” replied Professor Bale as she brought up another slide. “Depending upon the Nazi’s final destination, they used a number of escape routes. Austria was a first stop, as a number of convents and holy orders provided them refuge. Switzerland, which remained neutral during the war, gave many sanctuary. And through the efforts of German clergy, in particular Bishop Alois Hudal, travel visas were arranged to Rome, where the Nazis gained the protection of the Vatican.”

      “Where did they go from there?” asked Gunner.

      “Many remained in Switzerland, while others chose the Middle East. Mostly, the Nazis made their way to South America. Adolf Eichmann made his way to Buenos Aries through Italy. Josef Mengele escaped to Brazil. Horst Wagner landed in Argentina. By most estimates, ten thousand former German soldiers and Nazi Party members escaped Germany into the Middle East, Northern Africa, and South America.”

      Cam was intrigued. “Okay, these guys proved they were smart enough to escape. Weren’t they rounded up over time?”

      “Yes, and no,” replied Professor Bale. “Many of the high-profile Nazis were captured or killed. Naturally, over the passage of time, those who evaded the international manhunts have died. Think about it. Even the youngest German soldiers who escaped would be over one hundred years old at this point.”

      “In other words, they won’t be of any assistance to us,” said Cam.

      Professor Bale furrowed her brow. “They may not, but their families and ancestors might be. You see, the purpose of Odessa, in my opinion, was more than assisting the escape of the Nazis. It was to continue the Reich in some form.”

      “Do you believe the Nazi Party still exists?” asked Bear. “I’ve seen these skinhead types. They’re just a bunch of delusional fools.”

      “Let me differentiate,” she responded. “Aryan Nation. Neo-Nazis. Nordkreuz. These are all very real, but they certainly aren’t organized and skilled political forces as envisioned by Himmler. They are a criminal element of racists who are more anarchist than true believers of a reinvented Reich. The Nordkreuz, a German-based neo-Nazi outfit, are the most politically astute of them all. There are some of my counterparts in Germany tracking their activities.”

      Cam asked, “What about the Nazi hunters? Are there any still active who can help us?”

      “Honestly, no,” replied the professor. “They were active decades ago, but as the Nazis aged and died out, they became intent on persecuting the descendants. That didn’t sit well with many, so they backed off. At this point, even the most ardent Nazi hunters have moved on.”

      “Makes sense to me,” said Bear.

      “Except,” said Professor Bale, “I believe there’s still work to be done.”

      “The money,” muttered Gunner.

      “Yes, exactly. You go to the head of the class. The Nazi hunters were so focused on finding people to bring to trial in order to exact justice, they didn’t investigate what happened to the stolen artifacts, gold, and money.”

      “That would be impossible to do at this point, right?” asked Cam.

      “Difficult, but not impossible as you suggest. Here’s why.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lyon G. Tyler Department of History

        William & Mary University

        Williamsburg, Virginia

      

      

      “For at least two decades, every trial of a former Nazi has been dubbed likely Germany’s last,” Professor Kala Bale began to explain. “The last took place a decade ago when a centenarian, who at the time was a sixteen-year-old conscript forced to work in a concentration camp, was found guilty of over thirty-five hundred counts of accessory to murder. In that case, the prosecutors acknowledged the man had shown no indication of being an ardent worshiper of Nazi ideology. Nonetheless, he was a small wheel in the machinery of murder.”

      “How does that relate to ill-gotten gains?” asked Gunner.

      “The prosecution, using a newly passed German law, sought to seek reparations for victims’ families from the defendant’s assets,” the professor replied. “This statute opened up the possibility of reviewing all the prior cases dating back to the Nuremberg trials to trace the monetary assets of those defendants.”

      “Has anyone done that?” asked Cam.

      “Not to my knowledge,” Professor Bale replied. “It would be an enormous, costly undertaking.”

      “I understand the purpose they’re trying to achieve,” said Bear. “But how can they prove it after all these years?”

      Gunner paced the floor as he thought. “I’m not sure they could, but for our purposes, we don’t have to. At least from a high legal standard. We’re just looking for leads into who could’ve financed the salvage operation and why.”

      “My suggestion is you start at the beginning. The center of the Nazi universe. Berlin.”

      “Do you have someone who can help us there?” asked Gunner.

      “Without a doubt, the top German historian who’d have the most knowledge of this is Alexander Brandt. In fact, he is a descendant of Rudolf Brandt, a former Nazi SS officer who was executed for war crimes. Professor Brandt almost lost his tenure at Humboldt University in Berlin because of his blood relationship to his grandfather. Had other members of the faculty not vehemently supported him, he might have been without a job.”

      Gunner studied the map of the Odessa ratlines. “Would you mind opening the door for us?”

      “I’d be glad to.”

      Suddenly, Gunner had second thoughts. “No, actually, don’t call him. We’re going to Berlin anyway, and let’s not give the professor a heads-up.”

      Professor Bale seemed puzzled by the request, but she didn’t question him. “Well, okay. Just let me know if you change your mind.”

      Gunner gave her a smile and then asked, “By the way, why do so many of these ratlines lead to South America and especially Argentina?”

      “Most believe it was because of the relationship between the Nazis and the president of Argentina, Juan Perón. His wife and first lady was Eva Perón, an Argentine actress. She was a huge believer in equality, and during a visit to Europe, it’s believed she gave an ear to those who were trying to shield the Nazis from prosecution. In 1947, she visited Pope Pius XII, General Franco of Spain, and other key leaders in Italy and Switzerland. They were precisely the people who likely played a role in facilitating Nazi escapees throughout the forties.

      “During that same time period, the Swiss were under tremendous pressure to turn over the Nazis they were harboring from prosecution. The Swiss authorities didn’t want to violate their own neutral stance by handing these killers over to the Allies, but they found their mere presence in the country to be a blot on their reputation.

      “The solution was offered by Eva Perón. Argentina was in dire straits financially. Citizenship was granted to the Nazi fugitives using false identification after hefty payments or infrastructure investment agreements using stolen assets were agreed upon.”

      “Maybe we should start in Argentina?” asked Bear.

      “Personally, I believe your investigation may lead there eventually,” said Professor Bale. “However, to trace the ill-gotten gains, you have to go to where it all began. Berlin.”

      Gunner smiled and nodded his appreciation. “One last question. Can you tell us anything about this U-boat wreckage?”

      Professor Bale reached for a file folder provided to her by the Den. She thumbed through the images and notes regarding Kwon’s theory about the type of U-boat they’d discovered. “No, not yet. There are some who’ve made a career of tracking each and every last U-boat that left German-occupied territories. I’ll make some inquiries.”
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      Around the world, every major city had its accessible, serene getaway. New York, for example, had the Catskill Mountains. Tokyo residents could escape the hustle and bustle of the world’s largest city for Shosenkyo Gorge. For Londoners, the gently rolling hills of the Cotswolds were home to quintessentially English villages built from honey-colored stone from centuries ago.

      For residents of Buenos Aires, Argentina, one of the favorite places to visit was San Carlos de Bariloche, or simply Bariloche. The small city was tucked away in the mountains of northern Patagonia along the southernmost shores of Nahuel Huapi, a startlingly crystalline glacial lake.

      Early in the twentieth century, German, Swiss, and Austrian settlers found their way to the unsettled lands, lured by the invigorating alpine air and stunning resemblance to their European homelands.

      Visitors who took the two-hour flight out of Buenos Aries to the local airport enjoyed walking tours of the town, exploring the old buildings and the European-style atmosphere. Many would find their way to La Calle Mitre, which was lined with quaint shops for picking up local souvenirs and especially chocolate, the town’s specialty.

      The outdoor cafés were a favorite of tourists and locals alike. The fresh raspberries dipped in both white and dark homemade chocolate by descendants of the Rapa Nui people, the original inhabitants of Easter Island in the Pacific Ocean, were legendary.

      The microbreweries were known for their deep amber coloring and strong lager flavor, much in the tradition of German cellar beers. Throughout the city were outdoor restaurants and cafés that were often filled despite the weather. The locals were used to the colder temperatures of wintertime, and their Nordic blood enabled them to brave the winter without complaint.

      It was an unusually warm day, and the Jorgensen brothers made a rare appearance in town. Over the decades, the Jorgensen family remained in Castle Bariloche for the most part, preferring privacy over the opportunity to comingle with others.

      Henry and Derek Jorgensen were in good spirits, so much so that Derek offered to drive the two into town to partake of the local cuisine and a mug of beer. Escorted by two discreet security personnel in a lead and trailing vehicle, they made their way to Centro Civico Bariloche, a local landmark known for its Alpine-inspired architecture, museums, and open-air cafés.

      The men were not recognized as they were shown to a table. They’d been disciplined over the years to live in the community but not be a part of it. Maintaining this privacy served them well as their family, and those whom their mother had assisted to flee Germany at the end of World War II, had been hunted.

      It had become the mission of many to take up Nazi hunting. The stated goal was to bring those responsible for the millions of deaths in the concentration camps to justice. As the members of the Nazi party aged and the SS died off, the Nazi hunters turned their sights on the families. Even the children of the former Nazi party officials were held accountable for the sins of their fathers. They weren’t prosecuted, as they committed no crimes, but in modern times, they were persecuted for the blood that ran through their veins.

      The Jorgensen sisters had the foresight to shield their families and the ill-gotten gains they’d managed to retrieve from the Swiss banks. As the twentieth century became a distant memory, the world forgot about how many global corporations had Nazi roots.

      Continental Automotive, manufacturers of tires and automobiles, had played an integral role in Hitler’s war machine. German companies like Volkswagen and Deutsche Bank revealed their Nazi connections over the years. Even non-German concerns like IKEA had Nazi connections.

      The Jorgensen sisters’ carefully laid plans never exposed Knight Gruppe AG or its affiliated entities to the Nazi hunters or any government entity seeking reparations for the horrors of the war. As time passed, the Jorgensen brothers became more comfortable in their ability to operate in the open, expanding the family’s wealth into legitimate businesses that gave them an advantage in their overall plan of restoring Himmler’s vision of a reconstituted Reich.

      As the two aging men sat alone and out of earshot of the other patrons, they discussed the upcoming attack on the U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan. Then they turned their attention to their next options. Derek brought up the subject of supplemental attacks that did not involve sarin.

      “Our Iranian friends have provided us the means to initiate cyber intrusions into America’s water infrastructure. It would pattern their successful attack on the Israeli water supply years ago. We could use a number of means to put fear into Americans so the government response could not be singularly focused on chemical weapons.”

      “Do you have a team in place?” asked Henry.

      “We have for years, but it didn’t make sense to initiate the cyber attacks without a much larger operation to supplement it. With the use of the sarin sponges, American law enforcement will not expect the alternative means of poisoning the water.”

      “These attacks will focus on small municipalities, am I correct?”

      Derek took a sip of his beer and nodded. “Terror can strike anywhere. Our friends in the Middle East tend to hit flashy targets, hoping to make a large media splash around the world. The cyber attacks I envision would not necessarily do that standing alone. Coupled with the continued use of sarin, it will place fear in the hearts and minds of all Westerners.”

      “How will the cyber attacks work?”

      “The small municipal water suppliers don’t have the complex protections built into their networks like large cities. Therefore, they are more vulnerable to intrusions. It’s quite simple, actually. Our people will dramatically increase the chlorine levels flowing to residential areas over the course of several days. By easing up the volume of the chemical, most will not notice the change in smell or taste.”

      “Won’t the water companies react to shut off the water supply?” Henry asked.

      “Yes, eventually. There are computer fail-safes built into the system that are triggered by the increased levels. When the pumps are shut down, the utilities will have to examine their systems, leaving residents and businesses without water for days. Also, those who become ill who don’t die will fill the local hospital beds.”

      “The people will lose confidence in the civilian infrastructure and panic-buy bottled water,” added Henry.

      “They will also demand their governments act,” said Derek. “Now, these coordinated cyber attacks throughout America will be coupled with a series of grander operations using the sarin. With our synchronized and organized disruption of everyday life, confidence will erode in law enforcement, medical care, and the slow government response.”

      “The media will begin to ramp up the pressure on the administration to take extraordinary actions to protect the people,” added Henry.

      “That’s where Remy will manipulate this weak president into setting authoritarian rule into motion. It will destroy America as we know it, crippling its economy and crushing its democracy.”

      Henry leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Some might see the Chinese or Russians as the nations standing to gain the most. In the eyes of the Western world, they are both rogue and out of the mainstream because of their Communist ideologies. It is the largest, most financially stable democracy in Europe that will benefit the most.”

      “Deutschland,” said Derek proudly.

      “Yes, my brother. Deutschland will fill the void left by the collapse of America.”
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        A dark and towering shadow, rising like the phoenix from the ashes. Malevolent. Omnipotent.
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      Gunner, Cam and Bear flew into Berlin’s new Brandenburg Airport. Ordinarily, the team would’ve flown on a military transport into one of the many Army bases that used to be located in Germany. However, the U.S. had been pulling its military personnel out of Germany for years, redeploying them into the Indo-Pacific theater, where the nation faced significant geopolitical challenges with China and Russia.

      After renting a car, the trio traveled directly to the CIA station in Berlin, where they received weapons and an operator’s kit consisting of several useful tools ranging from lockpicking devices to listening aids. Their rental car was taken in for them and was replaced with an armored passenger vehicle bearing diplomatic plates.

      Gunner had made the special requests of Ghost before they left Washington on the Lufthansa flight for Berlin. Ghost advised of intelligence reports regarding possible terrorist activity by Hamas. Gunner wasn’t sure if there was any connection between the increased chatter and the U-boat, but he refused to travel abroad without weapons and other available protective measures.

      Bear drove and Gunner rode in the front seat of the black BMW M5 sedan. As they traveled through the city toward Humboldt University and a scheduled appointment with Professor Alexander Brandt, Gunner stared out the window, silently taking in the sights. He hadn’t been to Berlin since he was a child. During the course of his career, none of the operations he’d been involved in had led him to Germany. His only memories, few that they were, involved visiting his mother’s family in other cities like Frankfort and Munich.

      Berlin meant different things to people based on their perspectives. For most Americans, the city was equated with World War II, and therefore the Nazis’ hold on power. For Germans and most Europeans, the city’s combination of glamor and grit provided a mesmerizing experience for those interested in fabulous food and drink, as well as historic architecture and landmarks.

      It was a city that had staged a revolution by Nazis, been bombed to rubble, been divided in two and then finally reunited. And that was just in the twentieth century. While the city was known as an endlessly fascinating history book where the past was evident everywhere a visitor traveled, it was second to none, including New York City, as a party paradise. Berlin was truly the city that never sleeps. From all-night basement clubs to techno-dance complexes packed with thousands of young people gyrating to the music, Berlin offered twenty-four-seven entertainment for anyone who had the stamina to partake.

      Cam and Bear argued over directions, but eventually the team arrived at the entrance of Humboldt University, one of the most prestigious institutions of higher learning in Europe. Gunner studied the dossier of Professor Brandt and also took a moment to read the materials provided by Jackal on the man’s ancestor, Rudolf Brandt.

      Rudolf was a lawyer by profession but was best known as the personal administrative officer to Reichsführer-SS Himmler. The close relationship of the two men caused Gunner to read about Rudolf in more detail in light of the fact that Himmler was credited with creating Odessa and the ratlines.

      In addition to his position by the side of Himmler, Brandt had conducted medical experimentation on prisoners and was found guilty of killing tuberculosis-infected patients to prevent the spread of the disease. He’d played an important role in assisting Himmler in developing the plan to murder any Jews within reach of the Reich. Known as the Final Solution, this policy of deliberate and systematic genocide of Jews later culminated in the Holocaust.

      Although Rudolf Brandt had been hanged after his trial, his family remained on the radar of prosecutors, according to the dossier. Questions arose as to whether the Brandt family had been provided any valuable artifacts or money from Himmler. It was never proven, and the pursuit by authorities ended. It wasn’t until a decade ago that the issue was raised again as some Nazi hunters attempted to get Professor Brandt fired by Humboldt University. He survived the challenge and still taught European history there.

      Bear was in a good mood, as evidenced by the way he wheeled the powerful BMW through the city. “I hope our little trip to Germany lands us on the autobahn somewhere. She handles great in the city, but I’d really like to put her through the paces on the open road, you know?”

      “You’ll drive the speed limit, Mario,” admonished Cam, making a reference to legendary race car driver Mario Andretti.

      Bear allowed a sly smile and glanced over at Gunner, who knew why. Cam must’ve forgotten there were no speed limits on Germany’s autobahns, some of the few public roads in the world without one.

      “Wow, look at this place,” exclaimed Cam as Bear slowed the car in front of the three-story, U-shaped building. The extra-wide sidewalk was made of ancient cobblestones while the building itself was adorned with bronze statues along the edge of the roof. “It looks like a palace.”

      “Very impressive,” said Gunner. He pointed to the right of a statue located in the center of a roundabout. “Park over there.”

      Minutes later, they joined the throngs of thousands who traversed the open spaces of the university as they moved between classes. Gunner, using a downloaded map of the university’s site plan, located the history department and led the group inside. After asking a few of the students for assistance, the three of them found themselves parked outside Professor Brandt’s classroom as he finished up his final scheduled lecture of the day.

      Gunner hoped catching the professor off guard didn’t annoy him. He’d learned in the past that if someone has something to hide, if they’re given time to prepare for a conversation, they’ll hide certain salient facts from those involved.

      He had no reason to mistrust Professor Brandt other than his gut. Not to mention the fact his ancestor had sat at the right hand of Himmler, the man who created Odessa. As Gunner stared down the empty corridor, he reminded himself of an axiom he lived by.

      Trust no one.
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      At first, Professor Brandt was standoffish and not at all receptive to the unexpected visitors. However, Cam turned on the charm and convinced him that their intentions were good. She played on his personal history as being a descendent of a famous Nazi war criminal. She agreed with him that he shouldn’t have been held to account for the sins of his family. She claimed, falsely, that her family had been raised in Germany, and she used just enough facts about them not to set off his radar.

      Likewise, Gunner used his mother’s actual story, complete with his recollection of where she lived and the neighborhoods she’d mentioned to him as a child, in order to lend authenticity to their sudden appearance in his classroom.

      Professor Brandt, who was in his mid-sixties, eventually warmed to the conversation and opened up about his own family. He spoke English fluently and seemed to enjoy the conversation, as he got to practice his second language.

      “My grandfather, as you know, was a Nazi. I can’t make excuses for what he did, but I can say that as a German male, you were expected to serve the Reich. There were many within the Reich who didn’t agree with what was going on. Clearly, my grandfather was not one of them. For some, there was no choice as to the role they played. For my grandfather, it appeared he had a choice and followed in the footsteps of his mentor, Himmler.”

      “Could he have refused?” asked Bear.

      “I suppose, but based upon his status within the upper echelon of the Nazi Party, he would’ve been shot as a traitor or suffered a deadly accident. In any event, his crimes were too great to get the kind of forgiveness many of the scientists within the Reich received from the Americans. My grandfather offered no scientific skills, as he was a lawyer and an administrator.”

      Gunner turned the conversation toward the Nazis’ stolen treasures and money. “I’m curious, Professor. In America, we’ve always heard stories of beautiful works of art and antiquities that were seized during the war by German forces. Were they destroyed or what? It seems they would’ve surfaced by now.”

      Professor Brandt took a deep breath as he considered his response. Gunner immediately picked up on the delay. “This is where I must disagree with my esteemed contemporary from the United States, Professor Bale. I have seen her interviews on the news networks like CNN International. The fact is most were destroyed in the course of battle. When planes on both sides dropped bombs on the cities of Europe, they fell indiscriminately. There were no guided weapons in those days. Only crossed fingers that the proper target was struck.”

      “Are you saying reports of stolen monies and artwork were based on legend?” asked Cam.

      “No, that did happen. Just not to the extent that historians in America believe. The Swiss were depositories for some of the accounts, but over time, they were pressured to release the information to European authorities.”

      His responses to their questions were not what Gunner expected, and he wondered if Professor Bale would be surprised as well. It was as if the longer they spoke with Brandt, the more comfortable he became, and the responses became more generalized and contrived. Yet he could’ve cut off the conversation at any time since an appointment wasn’t made.

      “What about this notion there were ratlines out of Germany, allowing the Nazi Party’s high command an opportunity to escape?”

      Professor Brandt let out a hearty laugh. “Ah yes, another notion created by American purveyors of fiction. I remember the book and movie from the early seventies. I was only a child then, but I recall watching it with my mother. At first, she laughed at the inaccuracies in the movie. She said Hogan’s Heroes was more accurate.”

      Gunner furrowed his brow. Brandt’s response was too animated. “So the ratlines didn’t exist?”

      “Not to the extent some would have you believe. Clearly, many German soldiers attempted to escape as the war came to an end and soon thereafter. As the Nuremberg trials were announced in late ’46, many former Nazi party members became concerned they’d be associated with Hitler, Himmler, Bormann, and Göring, so they fled the country. It wasn’t that difficult, really, assuming one had the means.”

      Gunner enjoyed the match of wits with the professor. “Where did they go?”

      “Ah, not so far as one might expect. Austria. Switzerland, of course. Some went to Spain.”

      Gunner noticed he’d left out two prominent destinations—Italy and South America.

      “How about the Middle East or Northern Africa?” asked Gunner, intentionally leaving out the destination that intrigued him the most—South America.

      “No, not so much. There was a language and cultural barrier between the German people and the inhabitants of those regions. The climate was an issue as well. It’s far too hot near the equator to suit us Germans.” He let out a laugh.

      Gunner pretended to laugh along with the professor. He stood as if he was ready to leave, avoiding the gaze of both Cam and Bear, who thought the interview should continue. Professor Brandt rose to shake hands with Gunner, and reluctantly, Cam and Bear joined in.

      As they said their goodbyes, Gunner appeared deep in thought and then addressed the professor one last time. “Say, I’ve heard about this old man who lives in the northern part of the country somewhere. Former political scientist. Professor von Zwick, I think. Do you know of him?”

      Professor Brandt’s ordinarily flushed cheeks turned ashen in color. He gulped and stammered as he denied knowing the man. Gunner pressed him.

      “Oh, well. I thought you might since he’s a retired history professor from Bard College here in the city.”

      “That is a very small institution, and I know nothing of this gentleman. Now, if you will excuse me.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry, Professor. Also, the village of Jamel. Do you know it?”

      He hesitated and appeared to stutter. “Uh. Um. No. I do not. Please, I must go.”

      Seconds later, the professor had fled his classroom and left the Gray Fox team alone.

      Cam walked quickly to the door to confirm the professor had left the hallway. She saw him hastily walking toward the stairwell, where he glanced over his shoulder slightly before disappearing through the door. She turned to Gunner.

      “What the hell was that all about? He looked like he’d seen a ghost.”

      Before Gunner could answer, Bear joined in the inquisition. “Who is von Zwick? Dude freaked out when you mentioned his name and then ran like hell when you mentioned this place called Jamel.”

      Gunner patted Bear on the shoulder and motioned for Cam to exit the room. “I’ll explain in the car. I wasn’t sure I was going to bring this up just now, but after the way things went, I needed to shock Herr Professor Brandt out of his comfort zone.”

      “Why?” asked Cam.

      “He lied to us the entire time.”
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      Daniel Wagner anxiously paced the floor as he awaited the arrival of Andre Kaspar, the Russian scientist and head of Einstein’s bioweapons program. Kaspar had been tasked with creating a deployment method for the sarin to be introduced into the central heat and air system in the U.S. Embassy located in Baku, one hundred thirty miles to their southeast.

      Wagner was already uncomfortable with his mission to levy a first strike upon the United States. Derek Jorgensen wanted quick results, and this was the closest American target to Einstein. The native Azerbaijani people were predominantly Shia Muslims, who leaned toward an Iranian-Turkic appearance. His squad looked like they were the poster boys for Aryan Nation magazine, if there were such a thing.

      Since Wagner brought his operatives from the KSK to join Jorgensen within the Odessa organization, he’d had scant time to recruit members of his team from the wide variety of cultures around the world. Jorgensen had tasked him with creating the functional equivalent of the American CIA. That would take years of recruiting and vetting of operatives.

      Fortunately, through Odessa’s relationships with Iran, Syria, and Lebanon, several names were suggested to him, and he had them flown into Baku to be interviewed. He still intended to include half a dozen of his best operatives on the strike team. However, their German dialect coupled with their strong jawlines and primarily blond hair would cause them to stand out among the Azerbaijanis.

      While he waited for Kaspar, he pored over the satellite images and recon photos taken by his team over the last forty-eight hours. The embassy was located in the heart of Baku, surrounded by high-rise residential complexes and consumer service venues. Movie theaters, supermarkets, and shopping centers surrounded the embassy complex.

      The neighborhood was filled with pedestrian traffic, allowing his operatives to blend in with the locals. Extraction of the team was not going to be difficult. There were several means of transportation at his disposal and several routes leading away from the embassy.

      Insertion was another matter. The key to success was execution. Anytime there were multiple moving parts in any complicated piece of machinery, the chances of a catastrophic failure loomed large. The same was true of a complex operation like this one. Wagner shook his head as he contemplated what the next twenty-four hours would bring. A simple bomb would kill everyone inside the embassy, but it would not have the desired worldwide effect. Killing was easy; instilling terror on a large scale required forethought and planning.

      “My apologies for being late,” announced Kaspar as he rushed into the room with two scientists in tow. Each of them carried a cardboard box in their hands as if they were cradling a newborn baby. “We have the first two devices available to show you.”

      Wagner’s eyes grew wide as he studied the body language of the scientists. He pointed at the boxes. “Are those hot?”

      “Yes, of course,” replied Kaspar. “The required temperature has not—”

      Wagner cut him off. “I mean, do they contain the sarin?”

      “Yes, but they are harmless until activated. There is no threat of accidental leakage.”

      Wagner was still unsure and didn’t give in to his curiosity to take a closer look. The two scientists set the boxes on the conference table and stepped away so Kaspar could explain.

      “As we agreed, the best, most efficient method of deployment is to utilize the air-conditioning system. I trust you’ve obtained the necessary schematics?”

      “Don’t you worry about that,” replied Wagner rudely. He didn’t like to be questioned by anyone other than a superior. “All you need to worry about is providing me a single primary delivery method and six secondary ones.”

      Kaspar bristled, but he brushed off Wagner’s brusque nature. He was anxious to have the German out of his building.

      “These are two of the six secondary devices. The other four are being assembled and will be available within hours.” He reached into his lab coat and retrieved a pair of nitrile gloves. After slipping them on, he reached for one of the devices and continued his explanation.

      “We began with a Honeywell discharge air temperatures sensor, commonly referred to as DATS. In a normal system, this duct-mounted temperature probe has the ability to control heating and cooling equipment by sensing air temperature. It sends a signal cutting off heating or cooling elements when the thermostat’s desired temperature is reached. It is a common device used in heating and cooling systems since the year 2000 and, if your research is correct, has been installed in all U.S. embassies and consulates since 2008 as part of eco-friendly initiatives.”

      “Yes, that has been confirmed,” said Wagner.

      “Good. Your insertion team will exchange these DATS devices with the existing ones, which they’ll find located near the major air vents throughout the building. I will leave it up to you to determine the six locations providing the maximum impact.”

      “We’ve done that. What if there is no existing sensor device in a particular location?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” replied Kaspar. He turned the device over and directed Wagner’s attention to a two-inch-square black box containing a single AA battery. “This is the type of battery pack used in most household clocks. It serves our purpose. If the technician, if you will, cannot hard-wire the device to the existing system, he can simply place our DATS device in the duct, and it will function as needed. Please note. The lack of hard-wiring will allow America’s FBI to quickly determine the source of the sarin.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” interjected Wagner. “It’s not likely we’ll use this method again. Now, tell me about the primary deployment device.”

      “We are still assembling it, but rest assured it will be ready. The dry-pipe valve required some retrofitting by our welder, but it is coming along nicely.”

      “I don’t want any delays!” said Wagner forcefully. He was feeling the time pressure.

      “We will not delay you, Herr Wagner,” Kaspar said sarcastically. “We are not playing with toys here. The devices must be airtight, or your team will die before they enter the building.”

      Wagner sighed but didn’t apologize for his outburst. In fact, he’d never apologized to anyone in his life. He’d sooner die than admit a mistake.

      “In my mind, the primary deployment mechanism operates separately from the secondary devices you’ve shown me. They both back up each other, but should do the job if initiated independently. Have we achieved this goal?”

      “Yes. The primary device assigned to the embassy’s fire-suppression system is sufficient to wash everyone in the building with sarin. Likewise, the temperature-triggered DATS sensors will flood the breathable air with sarin. Operating in concert, the two methods will thoroughly coat anyone in the building both internally and externally.”

      Wagner managed a smile and muttered, “Sehr gut.” Very good.
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      Over the next few hours, the members of Wagner’s team who were involved in the embassy attack made their way into Einstein for a final briefing. There were several others whose physical presence was not required but who performed critical functions nonetheless. He was anxious to bring in his new recruits to attend one of his briefings along with the men and women he’d worked beside for years. If there was synergy between the operatives to his satisfaction, he’d use them around the world as the mission dictated.

      “This will be our last opportunity to discuss the overall mission as a group. This team needs to know there are others involved and that the ease with which you are able to perform your duties is owed to them. I believe in a team effort. We are all professionals, and preplanning will ensure our success.

      “There is a new wrinkle. I will be joining you tomorrow to implement the plan. My presence on the ground during this operation should reiterate the importance of what we will be accomplishing. Now, enough of the pep talk. Let us walk through the mechanics.”

      Wagner stepped to the front of the conference room to a whiteboard. He grabbed a marker and wrote the word cyber at the far-left corner of the board.

      “Our people have already found a vulnerability in the embassy’s fire-suppression system. They are ready, on my orders, to disable the fire alarm and create a two-hour gap in which the central alarm interface is inactive. This should be more than enough time to deploy our primary device.” He paused as he wrote the words dry-pipe valve on the whiteboard.

      “This will be the most time-consuming part of the operation. Through our team’s online research, we have obtained a copy of the permit issued by the local municipality to MARZ, LLC, a fire-suppression contractor in Baku. In 2008, Marz installed a dry-pipe sprinkler system that provides piping and automatic sprinklers to every room in the building.

      “Essentially, the water supply, whether from the municipality or through a fire department connection, connects to a gate valve to control the flow of water. It then travels through a dry-pipe valve, which is the key to system activation. A properly functioning dry-pipe valve prevents the water supply from entering the pressurized network of pipes until it’s needed.

      “We have obtained a replacement valve and retrofitted it to include a water-soluble bladder inside. When the sprinkler system is triggered, the water supply will flow across this bladder, immediately dissolving it. The water will then mix with the sarin nerve agent and be distributed throughout the facility.

      “It is vitally important that the team responsible for this task notify me as soon as your work is complete. I expect the ventilation team to be finished before you. Therefore, once this is in place, our cyber professionals will set things in motion. Are we clear?”

      Wagner studied the three-man team responsible for the work on the sprinkler system. They had the most difficult task, so he planned on spending time with them to make sure they didn’t fail. The fire-suppression equipment was located in the basement of the embassy, but the main air handlers were located in a utility room on the ground floor. The repairmen had no reason to be in the basement other than to check the furnace. That should be expected, but not for the time needed to swap out the dry valves.

      He turned back to the whiteboard. On the right side, he wrote the letters HVAC, the internationally recognized acronym for heating, ventilation, and air-conditioning systems.

      “Your task is far easier but requires more interaction with agency personnel. Let’s cover the high points of your task, and then we’ll discuss how to deal with curious or chatty employees.”

      On the whiteboard, he wrote the acronym DATS. “We have six of these devices to be inserted into specific sections of ductwork in the embassy. You have photographs of them in your handout materials, and the fabricated work order will have the locations where they are to be inserted.

      “We were unable to find the actual schematics for the HVAC system, but we believe we’ve reproduced them to the best of our ability given the time allowed.”

      Wagner was glad this aspect of the mission didn’t require specificity in order for the overall plan to succeed. It had taken a significant amount of internet research to reconstruct what the HVAC system most likely looked like.

      Odessa’s cyber team in Berlin was second to none. Consisting of Germans, Iranians, Russians, and North Koreans, the personnel were some of the best in the world at cyber warfare.

      First, they found a Freedom of Information Act disclosure from two years prior when the previous administration took office. The president had ordered a financial review of all U.S. embassies and consulates abroad. Several American news outlets had made the FOIA request in order to look for wasteful spending by Washington.

      Odessa’s cyber squad found the accounting for the Baku facility, which revealed an annually renewable contract with Euroclima Kombi Servis, one of the largest HVAC contractors in Azerbaijan. Wagner immediately set about to duplicate the uniforms and work trucks of Euroclima so his team could use them as cover. Next, he instructed the cyber squad to intercept the embassy’s facility manager’s phone call to Euroclima’s offices. A repair crew would be dispatched, only they’d consist solely of Odessa operatives.

      The next matter to be addressed was the HVAC system’s schematics. In order to have sufficient DATS devices filled with sarin to blanket the facility, the location of the ductwork needed to be determined without reviewing the system in advance.

      Once again, the team of cyber experts did their homework. The floor plan was obtained from a published inspection report in 2015 by the Office of Inspector General. It had been marked sensitive, but not classified. The document provided significant detail to the operatives on manpower levels, facility management, and most importantly, with a little additional research, a floor plan.

      Wagner sent the floor plan to an HVAC contractor in Berlin owned by Knight Gruppe known as Systemair GmbH. The company’s technicians developed a schematic of how a new HVAC system would be installed, including ductwork. With this information, they were able to identify the key locations within the system to install and deploy the sarin delivery devices. The devices were set to release the nerve agent when the air temperature reached sixty-eight degrees.

      The temperature was an important aspect of the operation, so Wagner had the cyber team determine when the original system may have been installed. The last work permit issued by the Baku building officials related to HVAC was 2001. The technicians at Systemair advised Wagner that the air handlers were most likely connected to an older Honeywell EMM3U zone board designed to deliver warm or cool air to the parts of the building that needed it the most.

      This older zone board would be replaced by a new True Zone panel, which would require programing by the central office of Euroclima. Instead, it would be programmed by Odessa’s cyber squad. On command, the cyber team would activate the system and monitor the temperatures. Wagner’s operatives would forewarn the embassy personnel that the cold air was necessary, temporarily, to ensure the system’s functionality. In reality, it was designed to trigger the DATS devices to release the sarin.

      Once the air temp hit sixty-eight degrees, then the fire-suppression system would be triggered. The result would be a thorough coating of all embassy personnel, inside and out, with the deadly sarin nerve agent.

      “After we’ve cleared the building and removed ourselves from the area surrounding the embassy, I will set things in motion. As a final coup de grâce, I have a sniper atop the Amrah Bank building to fire several shots at the embassy entrance.

      “Again, on my orders, the cyber team will issue an immediate lockdown of the embassy and close all methods of ingress or egress to the building. Because of the embassy’s location in proximity to the Middle East, following the attacks on the U.S. Embassy facilities in Benghazi, Libya, extraordinary protection protocols were put into place to protect personnel in the event of an attack. We will take advantage of this.

      “The occupants will be unable to exit. If they attempt to flee to the rooftop via the fire escapes, they will be soaked with the chemical agents spewing from the sprinklers overhead.”

      Wagner’s cell phone had been buzzing in his pocket for the last minute. However, he didn’t want to interrupt the briefing, so he ignored the call. Now that he’d outlined the mission for his operatives, he was prepared to take questions, but he decided to see who was incessantly trying to reach him.

      He studied the display. It was Odessa’s call center in Berlin. He furrowed his brow as he wondered why they would be attempting to reach him so urgently. He hoped there hadn’t been a change in his mission.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “Sir, an urgent matter for the Beast.”

      The Beast was Wagner’s code name when being contacted via upper-level channels of Odessa. It was a name he’d adopted since he’d left the employment of the KSK. His grandfather, Gustav Wagner, had been an Austrian member of the SS who acted as deputy commander of the extermination camp in German-occupied Poland. Gustav Wagner’s penchant for brutality had earned him the moniker the Beast. His grandson proudly adopted it.

      “Yes. I’m listening.” Wagner slipped out of the room and walked to the end of the hallway where he could be alone.

      “Von Zwick? Are you certain?”

      He listened to the response. “Yes. Um-hmm. Yes.”

      Wagner rubbed his temple as he considered the information given to him on the line. “Brandt provided this information personally?”

      He listened again before issuing his orders.

      “Dispatch two teams. Track, follow, and assassinate von Zwick. I want photos to confirm the kill.”

      He listened as the caller confirmed his orders.

      “Yes, of course. Kill the Americans. No witnesses. Macht schnell!” Hurry up!
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        Bundesautobahn 24

        Northern Germany

      

      

      “I feel the need for speed!” shouted Bear as he pressed his sizable foot on the gas pedal of the BMW M5. The powerful motor forced the Bimmer sedan forward as it entered the autobahn, easily reaching a hundred miles per hour in seconds.

      The clicking of Cam’s seatbelt in the back seat could be heard over the roar of the engine. “You ain’t no Maverick, hot rod. If you wreck us, I’m gonna kill you.”

      “You’ve never cared about me driving fast before,” Bear shot back. “Remember when we were being chased by those MiGs in Eastern Russia? I couldn’t go fast enough for you then.”

      “That was different.”

      Gunner smiled as his mind wandered. It really wasn’t different. Speed was speed. Confidence and control were what mattered when pushing any form of transportation to its limit. He calmly turned in his seat and pointed to Cam’s iPad. “May I have that?”

      “Sure,” she replied. As she passed it forward, she nodded toward their driver, the Maverick wannabe. “Feel free to bludgeon him with it.”

      Gunner ignored her. “Here’s the sense I got from Professor Brandt. He was almost a Nazi apologist. He didn’t quite go there, but he certainly downplayed many facts that historians like Bale believe to be true.”

      “He sure seemed to contradict her, at least indirectly,” offered Bear as he whipped the BMW into the left lane to pass a slow-moving truck. The maneuver caught Gunner off guard and tossed him back and forth in the passenger seat.

      “There really is no hurry to get there,” he commented casually.

      “I know. Just a few more minutes, ten miles or so. Then I’ll back her down to eightyish.”

      “Swell,” mumbled Cam from the back seat.

      Gunner continued. “We don’t know all the facts surrounding the challenges to Brandt’s tenure from years ago. I do know people far more sensitive to past Nazi activities and his family’s relationship to the Reich would find reason to be offended by his positions. It’s possible he was more outspoken in his defense of his grandfather back then and has learned to tone it down. In any event, it was apparent he wasn’t being entirely truthful.”

      Cam leaned forward against the seatbelt restraints. “I know you. That whole Detective-Columbo-just-one-more-question thing at the end had a purpose. Am I right?” She was referring to the classic detective series starring Peter Falk from the 1970s. Falk, as homicide detective Columbo, was notorious for having just one more question for a suspect that often resulted in a break in the case.

      “Yeah, sort of. I needed to catch him with his guard down.”

      Cam unbuckled her seatbelt as Bear dropped the speed to one hundred thirty kilometers per hour, or around eighty mph. She scooted forward and draped her arms over the bucket seats occupied by the guys.

      “I saw the reference to this von Zwick fella in Jackal’s notes, but I didn’t spend much time on him. I kinda focused on the neo-Nazis operating in Germany.”

      “There’s a loose, certainly arm’s-length connection,” Gunner said. “Jackal did an amazing job digging this up.”

      “Is he a Nazi sympathizer?” asked Bear.

      “Far from it,” replied Gunner. “Professor Stefan von Zwick used to teach political science and history at a small college in Berlin until he mysteriously disappeared. According to the articles Jackal included in this pdf file, the rumors floating around ranged from assassination, suicide, to the complete disconnection from society.”

      “So where are we headed if the guy’s kaput?” Bear used the German word meaning broken or inoperative.

      “The Den’s research shows he’s resurfaced but not publicly. When he disappeared, he was investigating several major European corporations and their ties to the Third Reich. Professor von Zwick claimed he could prove their initial capital funding came from stolen monies funneled out of Swiss banks like UBS and Credit Suisse.”

      “And they thought he got whacked for it?” asked Bear.

      “That was the assumption at the time,” replied Gunner. “Eventually, the story died down, as he never resurfaced, and these companies used their PR departments to quell the notion of Nazi connections.”

      “And, now, Jackal thinks he’s back in action?” asked Cam.

      “Yes, and he’s onto something else,” replied Gunner.

      “Whoa, shit!” exclaimed Bear as he let his foot off the gas pedal to drop his speed. Two Audi A8 sedans passed them, maxing out their five-hundred-sixty-horsepower engines. “Did you see those guys?”

      “Barely,” replied Gunner. “Whadya think? One fifty?”

      “Yeah,” replied Bear. “They were givin’ it all they had. I wonder what the hellfire emergency is?”

      “Nuts,” said Gunner as he shrugged and continued. “Anyway, there are a bunch of far-right extremists in Northeastern Germany, the Nordkreuz, who’ve been building a town full of neo-Nazis. The place is called Jamel.”

      “Von Zwick lives there?” asked Cam.

      “Nearby, according to Jackal. He has a small farm, where he’s living under an assumed name—Karl Kramer. The FBI and CIA turned over records to the Den related to a social media user, Karl K. Kramer, who apparently infiltrated this group.”

      “Seriously? K-K-K?” asked Bear.

      “I assume he was trying to endear himself to the Nordkreuz,” replied Cam. She turned to Gunner. “How did he land on our radar?”

      “At first, it was part of Washington’s efforts to shut down the rise in hate groups around the U.S. His username kept popping up on chat boards like Reddit and Parler. He was being lumped in with all of the usual right-wing organizations identified as hate groups by the Southern Poverty Law Center.”

      Bear lifted his hands off the wheel and shrugged. “Maybe he is? You know, a Nordkreuz.”

      “Except, four months ago, information began to arrive via direct Facebook messages to a reporter at the Washington Times. The information was detailed and easily authenticated by the FBI.”

      “Like what?” asked Cam.

      “Financial records. Incorporation documents. Video and photographs of Nordkreuz activities. All of which proved a connection between the extremists and their benefactors, who were some of the most well-respected political leaders and entrepreneurs in Europe.”

      “These thugs are being funded by closet Nazi sympathizers?” asked Bear.

      “That’s what the FBI believes. And, through a slipup by this Professor von Zwick, alias Karl Kramer, he forgot to use his VPN to mask one of his communications with the Washington Times. His IP address was cross-referenced with the posts on Reddit and Parler. The user who infiltrated Nordkreuz was the same person feeding this detailed information to the Times.”

      “And we believe it’s von Zwick?” asked Cam.

      Before Gunner could respond, Bear interrupted. His eyes darted side to side, alternating between looking forward at traffic ahead of him and a car that lay back of their rear bumper a thousand feet. He craned his neck until his eyes caught what he was searching for. He grimaced before sharing the news.

      “Hey, guys? Remember those Audis that blew our doors off a little while ago?”

      “Yeah, why?” asked Cam in response.

      “They’ve made a Bimmer sandwich out of us.”
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        Twenty miles south of Jamel

        Northern Germany

      

      

      “This is our exit,” said Cam, who was helping Bear with directions. “Should we take it?”

      Gunner had to think fast. The only reason they would pick up a tail was Brandt. He liked his chances on the back roads of this deserted part of Germany rather than on the high-speed autobahn, where a wreck might kill them.

      “Take it, but don’t make it abrupt. Also, don’t follow the route to von Zwick’s farm. Just keep driving north toward Jamel. Let’s see how they react.”

      As instructed, Bear flipped on his turn signal, a common practice by drivers on the autobahn, and eased over onto the exit ramp. Speeding drivers didn’t appreciate sudden, erratic lane changes.

      “They both kept going,” he said with a puzzled look on his face. “I misread that.”

      Gunner fiddled with the navigation screen on the BMW’s dashboard. He pointed to the road heading north toward Jamel before turning to get a look at the traffic behind them.

      “Hit it, Bear.”

      “It’s a farm road, Gunner. Two lane and full of tractors.”

      “Blow and go, Bear. They have an exit up ahead and can shadow our route. Look.” He pointed toward the left. Across the open fields of this rural part of Germany was another two-lane road. Sparse traffic could be seen traveling in both directions.

      “You’re the boss,” said Bear as he forced the pedal to the floorboard. The BMW lurched forward, and they were approaching a hundred miles per hour when they swung through the first set of S-curves.

      Gunner turned sideways, as did Cam, to monitor the other road for similar activity.

      “There!” Cam explained. “Just as you said. Do you see them?”

      “Yeah,” replied Gunner. “They’re gonna get bogged down in a little town up ahead. Keep rollin’, Bear, all the way to Jamel. Von Zwick’s farm is on the north side near the Baltic.”

      Ten minutes later, Bear slowed as they entered the town of Jamel. A mural had been painted on the side of a small garage, depicting an idealized Aryan family being hugged by the wings of a golden eagle. In Gothic script, commonly used by the Nazis of the Third Reich, the town declared their village to be free, social, and national.

      Had it not been the twenty-first century, a visitor might easily recognize the deliberate attempt by the locals to show solidarity with the Reich. The small town was a collection of redbrick farmhouses surrounded by forest. Several nondescript buildings lined both sides of Forst Strasse, a pothole-filled road that led through the village.

      Cam rolled down her window to breathe in the cool, fresh air. The outside temperature was under sixty degrees that afternoon. She took in the fresh air but scowled when she was greeted with a cacophony of barks and howls from the many Rottweilers chasing the car down the street.

      “Not much of a welcoming committee, is it?” quipped Bear. He pointed ahead at a group of men who’d stopped talking to stare down the newcomers. All were covered in Nordic-style tattoos and had their heads shaved. One man wore a tee shirt proudly displaying a swastika emblazoned across the front.

      “How can you not stereotype these guys?” asked Cam. “I mean, if you wanna start a political movement, albeit one based on hate, at least be stealth about it. A Nazi in a three-piece suit is far more dangerous than one with a swastika wifebeater tee shirt on.”

      Gunner chuckled. Cam enjoyed telling it like it is.

      She continued. “Looking around this crap town, you have to wonder if the feds got their intelligence wrong. These people can barely pay their bills much less do the things von Zwick has accused them of.”

      “Slow down, Bear,” said Gunner. He pressed his face against the passenger window, looked up toward the rooftops of the block and brick buildings, and then shook his head. “Crafty devils.”

      “Whadya mean?” asked Bear.

      “Guys, look at the rooftops and then try to glimpse between the buildings. I know it’s hard because they’re so close—”

      “I see them!” exclaimed Cam. “The satellite dishes. The fences separating the buildings are topped with concertina wire. They don’t want anyone to look behind the curtain, do they?”

      “Exactly,” said Gunner. “They took a page out of Hollywood, didn’t they?”

      “What are you two talking about?” asked Bear.

      “This is all phony,” replied Cam. “It’s a façade to make people think they live in squalor. They’ve got advanced communications capabilities. Behind the buildings, I’ve seen military-style Humvees and Jeeps. There are even guys who look like they’re paramilitary or militia with uniforms just like the German military personnel we saw in Berlin.”

      “This is their base of operations, and to the casual visitor, it looks like another poor rural community with nothing going for it,” began Gunner. “But, in reality, it’s the base of operations for an organization, the Nordkreuz, who committed seventeen thousand property crimes and another thousand acts of violence. They’ve been connected to more than a dozen political assassinations over the past couple of years.”

      “Check this poster out,” said Bear as he approached the end of the town. There was a large poster tacked onto a storefront, featuring a family playing on the beach. “Can you translate, Gunner?”

      “Stop the death of our people. The country needs German children.”

      The last building on the road was Kreuger Demolition. The front of the building had a mural painted on it depicting white children taking part in a sack race while young men, heads shaven, beat military-style drums.

      “Great. They like to play with explosives, too,” said Cam with a chuckle.

      “In between sack races and the drum corps march,” added Bear. “Geez, this is like The Twilight Zone.”

      Gunner turned in his seat and looked through the rear window. Other than a few of the locals milling about in the street, staring at the strangers, there wasn’t a sign of a trailing vehicle. Maybe he was wrong about the two Audis they’d encountered on the autobahn, but he doubted it. Nonetheless, they had work to do.

      “All right, Bear. Let’s go meet Professor von Zwick.”

      Bear punched the GPS coordinates into the BMW’s navigation panel and followed the route instructions. They were nearly to the coast of the Baltic Sea when the onboard computer announced their arrival.

      “There must be a house around here somewhere,” said Bear as he pulled the sedan to a stop.

      All three of them rolled down their windows to get a better look outside the vehicle. A light breeze caused the trees to sway slightly, allowing the setting sun to peek through sporadically. Bear eased the car forward, looking for any type of driveway. Gunner glanced upward as something metallic flashed and caught his eye.

      “Stop,” he instructed Bear, who immediately jammed on the brakes. Gunner flung the door open and stepped onto the gravel road. He walked back a few paces and looked through the tree canopy again. As the wind blew the trees, the reflective flash caught his eye again.

      A simple barbed-wire fence had been strung along the road to keep a few goats from escaping the woods. Gunner approached it and looked through the trees.

      “Do you see something?” asked Cam, who’d exited the back seat and covered her eyes to avoid the occasional glare.

      “Yeah, I think we’ve got the right place. Find a place to hide the car, and we’ll walk in from here. Bring the weapons.”

      While Bear and Cam followed his instructions, Gunner found a way through the fence and moseyed deeper into the woods. The farther he walked, the more the underbrush cleared, providing him a better view. Off in the distance, he saw the outline of a house.

      “That’s gotta be it,” he mumbled to himself.

      He turned and jogged back to the road where Cam and Bear waited. They each had a Eurosport sling-style crossbody backpack in olive drab green. It contained ammunition and a variety of tools should the situation call for them. Gunner slung his over his shoulder, checked his weapon, and tucked it into a paddle holster that was obscured by his untucked shirt.

      The sun was setting and they needed to get moving. They knew nothing about Professor von Zwick, and Gunner wanted to arrive at the man’s front door with plenty of daylight. He had to make it clear his team wasn’t a threat.

      After several minutes of moving through the woods, they entered a clearing, and a single Low German house stood in the middle. Known as a Fachhallenhaus, the timber-framed farmhouse combined a barn and a residence under one roof. The ground level was built with large bays on the sides for livestock and storage, with the living quarters taking up part of the ground floor and the upper levels. The steep-pitched hipped gable roof was made of slate shingles covered with moss.

      “Where’s the front door?” asked Bear.

      Cam also asked, “And the windows? Maybe this is just the barn.”

      “Follow me,” instructed Gunner, who began to jog across the clearing to the far end of the building. On the other gabled end, windows appeared together with a fireplace chimney. Just past the house, he saw a windmill spinning above a well. There was also a sizable solar array mounted on the ground near several satellite dishes pointed in all directions.

      “This guy is way off the grid,” said Bear. “I don’t even see a driveway into the place.”

      “He doesn’t want to be found, that’s for sure,” added Cam.

      Gunner held up his fist to indicate they should hold their positions. “Let me approach the door. You guys lay back but be ready in case he gets spooked and decides to come out firing.”

      “Roger that,” said Bear. “Moving.” He and Cam circled along the tree line and took up positions facing the front entrance to the Fachhallenhaus. Gunner casually walked to the front door and knocked. He stepped back and announced himself in German.

      “Herr Professor von Zwick! Mein name ist Gunner Fox. Kann ich mit dir sprechen?”

      Gunner butchered the grammar, but he got his point across. A small slide window in the middle of the wooden door opened, allowing the warm glow of a light inside to escape. A shadow blocked the light momentarily.

      A man’s voice responded, “Hier gibt es keinen von Zwick.” There is no von Zwick here.

      Gunner was undeterred. “Ich kenne dich auch als Karl Kramer.” I know you also as Karl Kramer.

      The man hesitated, then replied in perfect English. His German accent was lost, something that would’ve taken years of practice.

      “You are American, ja? What do you want with Herr von Zwick?”

      Gunner allowed himself a smile. He had to take a chance. “Sir, we have reason to believe neo-Nazis or their benefactors are planning a large-scale chemical weapons attack on Western targets. We need your help.”

      The slide window closed shut, and then a series of deadbolts could be heard opening. The old wooden door slowly opened with a large creaking sound.

      “You and your friends may come in,” he said matter-of-factly.

      Gunner turned to see if Cam and Bear had given away their positions. Even his trained eye was unable to see their silhouettes against the dark forest.

      Now it was von Zwick’s turn to smile. He nodded to his right, indicating Gunner should look in that direction. A series of computer monitors were mounted on the wall in a semicircular arrangement. Von Zwick had surrounded his property with security cameras.

      “You saw us coming,” Gunner commented.

      “Ja. You are my first visitors in many years. Please summon your friends. I will fetch some Apfelwein for us to enjoy during our conversation. It is a conversation and not an interrogation, I assume.”

      “Yes, Professor. We’re the good guys.”

      Professor von Zwick began to let out a hearty laugh. “Ja, ja. That is what my last visitors said. I buried them in the orchard. Please bring the others inside so we can monitor the screens to determine if you were followed.”

      Gunner was pleased with the way things were going. He was genuinely concerned the reclusive Professor von Zwick, who’d been in hiding for years, might be a problem for them. He returned to the front door and called for the others to join him.

      Cam and Bear entered von Zwick’s home in unison, amazed first by the sophisticated surveillance system in place.

      “First class, right?” asked Bear.

      Cam agreed. “Yeah. I suppose he has a right to be paranoid.”

      “Ja, young lady. I do.” Von Zwick startled the trio with his sudden return.

      They turned away from the surveillance monitors to find him standing behind them, holding a Heckler & Koch G95, the standard-issue assault rifle of the German Army special forces. “You have exactly thirty seconds to explain who you are and how you found me, or I will have a mess to clean up and body parts to feed to my pigs.”

      All three of the operatives raised their hands. Gunner was mad at himself for being lured in the way he was. It was a brilliant strategy, actually. Von Zwick could never succeed in defending a full assault, even with the benefit of the surveillance. He’d successfully convinced Gunner to let his guard down, and now they faced a weapon with a hundred-round Beta C-mag affixed to it. Von Zwick was right. It would be a helluva mess to clean up.

      “Okay, Professor. Please relax.”

      “Twenty-five seconds. I’m counting.” The former professor’s hands were steady, and the rifle remained trained on Gunner’s chest.

      “I am former Air Force Major Gunner Fox, and this is my team. Former Major Cameron Mills and Lieutenant Barrett King. We work for a division of the American military that you’ve never heard of, and it really doesn’t matter. Everything I’ve said to you has been truthful. We’re trying to stave off a possible attack against our country, and maybe yours as well.”

      “I am a man without a country. My Germany is gone. How did you find me?”

      Cam spoke up, using a calming voice. “Professor, you made a mistake with one of your posts on Parler or Reddit. You forgot to use the protection of a VPN, and one of the messages you sent to the Washington Times was cross-referenced to the social media posting. Our intelligence agencies made the logical connection based upon your activities from years ago.”

      Cam’s disclosure had an effect on von Zwick. He let out a deep sigh as he realized her explanation was plausible. He gradually lowered his weapon.

      “Please accept my apologies,” he said sincerely. “I am older and engaged in a game that will result in my death one day. It is, however, a labor of love for my country that is necessary. I refuse to allow Deutschland to slip back into the tyrannical hands of the Nazis.”

      Von Zwick held the battle rifle by the buttstock and offered it to Gunner as a show of contrition. Gunner smiled and held his hands up, indicating his trust and understanding of why the older man undertook the defensive course of action.

      “I suggest we start over, how about you?” Gunner asked.

      “Ja. I do have freshly made Apfelwein. It is nonalcoholic, however. I have to keep my wits about me as I get older. Plus, my isolation is not conducive to drinking.”

      “Your English is incredible, Professor,” said Cam. “Did you study abroad?”

      Von Zwick laughed. “No, young lady. Rosetta Stone.”

      Rosetta Stone was an award-winning program used to learn foreign languages. The advanced programs assisted those who used it to lose their native accents.

      The group followed von Zwick into the spacious kitchen, which included a round table. There was only a single chair, as von Zwick never had any guests. He poured them all a generous glass of the sparkling apple cider.

      “I live a simple life, one that is almost entirely self-sustainable. All utilities are generated on the farm. I grow my own food, ranging from a variety of meats to fruits and vegetables. I am able to walk two miles to the shore of the Baltic Sea to fish. I have virtually no human contact unless I drive into Wismar, a coastal city to our east.”

      “I take it you avoid Jamel,” said Gunner.

      “I do. They are very suspicious of anyone, including someone like myself who has lived in the area for years. The Nordkreuz are a far more sophisticated operation than their village would appear. They are well-funded murderous criminals with no sanctity for human life except those who embrace their ideology.”

      Gunner took the lead on the conversation. “I’ve seen reports of their activities. Well-coordinated. These types of terrorist attacks require planning and knowledge. They must have friends within Germany’s government and military.”

      “Oh, yes. Absolutely. Nordkreuz has been underestimated by Berlin for years, and now they are stronger than most realize.”

      “Are they capable of coordinating a bioterror attack?” asked Gunner.

      “They are thugs and anarchists. I have never known them to have access to chemical weapons.”

      Beep! Beep! Beep!

      The surveillance system was issuing a warning. Von Zwick set his glass down and rushed past Bear, who was partially blocking the doorway leading out of the kitchen into the living space.

      Von Zwick was angry. “Verdammt! You were followed!”
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      “There!” von Zwick shouted, pointing at the center monitor. “They broke the plane of the infrared repeaters along the road. They’re bunched together but beginning to fan out.” The screen revealed red blips approaching the house from the road. As they came closer, they began to gradually disappear from the screen.

      “Hey! Where’d they go?” asked Bear. He’d been leaning over a chair and immediately stood upright to take in all the monitors.

      “I only have thirty feet of coverage with my infrared sensors, fifteen feet on either side of the barbed-wire fencing. Once they close in from the perimeter, they fall off my surveillance.”

      “There are no windows in this place, so we’ll be blind,” Cam lamented.

      “Not necessarily,” von Zwick countered. “I have excellent night-vision coverage around the building, providing a view of nearly every square foot of the clearing. As soon as they exit the forest, they will be exposed.”

      “That’s why you cleared the underbrush,” said Bear.

      “Precisely.”

      Gunner walked away from the monitors, subconsciously placing his hand on his holstered sidearm. “Not enough,” he muttered to himself.

      “Did anybody get a count on the bogeys?” asked Cam.

      “Six. Maybe eight?” responded Bear.

      “Same,” said Gunner. “Listen, they’re more likely to fan out and circle the house.”

      “Should we take the fight to them?” asked Bear. “We don’t have any shooting portals. They’ll just pound this glass until we have no choice but to—”

      “Not true, Lieutenant Barrett,” interrupted von Zwick. “My Fachhallenhaus was originally framed using timber and solid block walls. They are eight inches thick. The roof is made of two-inch-thick slate shingles. The structure is virtually impenetrable by most bullets.”

      “The glass isn’t,” argued Bear. “Even leaded panes will shatter.”

      “Ah, my new friend. These are not leaded but, rather, Level 3 ballistic protection. It is over an inch thick and will repel three precisely fired rounds from a .44 magnum handgun.”

      Gunner eased his partners’ concerns. “Most operatives use 5.56 NATO rounds in their battle rifles and nine millimeter in their handguns. These windows will hold. The bigger problem I see is fighting back. They know we’re here and will continue to focus their fire on the glass or the doors until they break through.”

      “Follow me!” ordered von Zwick. Gunner led the group as von Zwick quickly moved up a wooden spiral stairwell to the second floor. Once upstairs, he pointed toward the center of the large landing area. “Pick a weapon out of that closet. As you will see, H&K is my preference. It is a fine German weapon.”

      Bear pulled open the door, and interior lights immediately turned on. The closet was lined with gun racks holding a variety of automatic weapons, hunting rifles, and shotguns. Beneath them were shelves with hard-plastic handgun cases organized by caliber. Finally, the lower drawers were filled with ammunition and extra magazines.

      “This is my kind of closet,” said Cam as she moved in and picked a compact MP7 submachine gun. It would work best for close-quarter combat if their attackers breached the entry door.

      Bear shouldered an MP7 and also chose a Remington 870 shotgun, which had a twenty-five-shell bandolier-style shot holder as a sling. Gunner did the same; then he turned to Professor von Zwick.

      “Do you have a place to hide until this is over?”

      “I will not cower to the enemy,” he replied defiantly. “I will be your eyes at the security monitors. You will hear my voice throughout the house. Now follow me.”

      Von Zwick marched out of the closet into the open area at the top of the spiral staircase. As he did, Cam leaned into Gunner and whispered, “Is this guy for real? He’s prepared to fight off the Mongols and the Turks.”

      “No doubt,” Gunner whispered back.

      “We must hurry!” Von Zwick was impatient with the Gray Fox team for not getting into position. “Remember what I am about to tell you. Entry door is west. Barn door is east. Sides are north and south. Now, watch this.”

      He walked to the steeply sloping roof line and placed his hand on a square framed portion of the truss system. He pushed up on the panel until it opened, allowing the cool night air in. As it opened, two support struts clicked into place to hold the panel up. With a quick push of his palm, the panel could be lowered closed.

      “There are a dozen of these hatch openings around the entire roofline. You listen to my instructions as I tell you where the intruders are coming from. Do you understand?”

      Bear didn’t hesitate. “I want the west side over the entry. I’ll use the shotgun to hold them off the porch and away from the glass.”

      “I’ve got south,” said Gunner. That was the direction of the road and the last known location of the attackers.

      “I’ll take the rest and call for backup if I need it,” said Cam.

      “What about the barn doors?” asked Gunner.

      “I will handle those myself,” replied von Zwick. “I have practiced this many times in the dark to foil intruders.”

      “Let’s roll,” said Bear.

      “One more thing,” said von Zwick. “I will be turning off all interior lights. If I shout lights on, I will be referring to the exterior lighting. I will do this if most of them are in the clearing. You will have to move quickly, but you can gain an advantage.”

      “Got it!” said Cam as she scampered off to her post.

      Von Zwick scrambled down the spiral staircase.

      “If possible, let’s start with silenced sidearms,” said Gunner before his team got into position. “We can pick them off quietly while flushing out whether they have NVG.”

      “Roger that,” said Bear. “Call out your kills, too.”

      The three operatives got into position and waited for the professor-turned-Rambo to report the location of the first attackers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        United States Embassy

        Baku, Azerbaijan

      

      

      Execution. A single word with varied meanings. In the time of his grandfather’s day, execution meant to take another’s life under some authority, real or perceived. In Daniel Wagner’s day, execution was required to see an operation to completion, and a goal to realization. Thus far, every aspect of this mission was going as planned. Even the weather had cooperated.

      Because of its proximity to the west coast of the Caspian Sea, the normally dry, pleasant weather could change drastically if moisture was brought in from the waters. In recent years, wild swings in weather patterns in the region had been experienced as the planet had been experiencing a sudden shift in its magnetic poles. Geologists had been reporting that the magnetic north pole had wandered as far south as Central Russia toward Kazakhstan, six hundred miles north of Azerbaijan but a thousand miles south of true north.

      On this day, Wagner caught a break, the first of many. The weather was gloriously warm at eighty degrees. The embassy personnel would be clamoring for their precious air-conditioning to be restored, ignoring normal security protocols in favor of securing cool air and comfort. The sunny weather would ensure the streets were filled with pedestrian traffic, all the better for his operatives to escape into obscurity after ditching their red and white coveralls emblazoned with the Euroclima Kombi Servis logos.

      The three vans containing six operatives, including himself, pulled up to the entrance to the U.S. Embassy. Ostensibly, they’d been dispatched from the Euroclima operations center located on the other side of Baku. In reality, they’d exited the parking garage of a high-rise apartment building only a block away. The markings of the vans were not exactly like the Euroclima fleet, so Wagner didn’t want his operatives running the risk of being noticed by authentic service personnel of the company.

      One of his top hires, an Azerbaijani native, Amir Azizov, who’d been working for Hamas within Iran, was the point man as the team cleared security. Unfortunately for him, he would also be one of the most important elements of subterfuge following the attack. After the operation concluded, Wagner planned to deliver a lethal injection of sarin into the man’s body and leave him for dead on the side of the road. When his body was discovered, all fingers of blame would point to Hamas and Iran. He’d decided to nix the initial plan of creating a celebratory video by Hamas loyalists. It would require more people to be involved in the mission. That meant more mouths outside Odessa to silence later.

      The three vans pulled through the iron gates leading into the service entrances to the embassy. Hours earlier, Azizov had entered the embassy sporting a full beard, glasses, and a turban in order to secure a travel permit to the United States.

      He’d intentionally feigned getting lost in the hallways while trying to find the nonimmigrant travel visa office. In just a few minutes, he’d located the storage room that contained the two air handlers for the building. He’d quickly disabled them both. Several minutes later, he was walking down the street to a hotel room, where he shaved, cut his hair, and changed into jeans and a tee shirt. Afterwards, he bore no resemblance to the man who’d entered the embassy.

      With two armed guards looking on from their positions within bulletproof-glass guard shacks, the three repair vans emptied, and the phony servicemen quickly gathered their tools and repair parts. Azizov led the way with Wagner by his side. Wagner was clearly European, but that would not have been out of the ordinary, as Euroclima had offices throughout Eastern Europe.

      “Why are there so many of you?” asked the head of the guard detail just inside the service entrance. His eyes moved from one man to the next, noting their uniforms and the unusual additional use of nitrile gloves. He began to question why they would wear them when Azizov responded, effectively distracting him. Wagner had informed his operatives to wear them because, unlike nonporous latex gloves, nitrile gloves were porous and too thick to leave fingerprints.

      “Our dispatcher was told to be diligent about the repairs and minimize intrusion on the embassy workforce. They decided to provide three vans of personnel in order to make a swift repair.”

      The guard shook his head as he studied the group. “Or maybe they plan on sending Washington a big, fat bill, eh?”

      Azizov shrugged, and Wagner managed to stifle a laugh. America’s government was no different from most. It enjoyed wasting its citizens’ tax dollars.

      Another guard approached. “Let’s get this taken care of. The people inside are sweaty and complaining to the facility manager.”

      “Okay,” replied the head of the guard detail. “Line up single file. One at a time through the metal detector. Place your tools and equipment on the X-ray machine conveyer belt.”

      “What about the ladders?” asked a third guard. Several of the men carried six-foot-tall aluminum stepladders to provide them access to the ceiling vents.

      The head guard shook his head and shrugged. “I’ll take them around the scanner.”

      He stood out of the way. As each man passed through, the guard took a ladder and handed it to him on the other side.

      “What the hell is this thing for?” asked the guard manning the X-ray machine. “The sewer system is not malfunctioning.”

      Shit. Wagner didn’t expect the guards to question their tools or equipment. He had to think fast. He came up with the most plausible explanation although it was totally bogus.

      “These HVAC systems have a complicated manifold and air-intake system that gets clogged from time to time. Our instructions were to be prepared for any logical eventuality, so we brought a new valve.”

      “More bullshit expenses,” groaned the head guard, who was impatiently holding a ladder. The line of men going through the screening process had stopped, and now food delivery drivers had stacked up behind the HVAC servicemen. “Just let them go so we can get this over with.”

      The rest of Wagner’s team hustled through, and minutes later, they were heading for their designated areas to install the DATS devices filled with sarin. He, Azizov, and another operative who’d been recruited because of his plumbing skills found their way into the basement.

      Once they were in the boiler room where the fire-suppression system was located, each man reached into their pants and pulled a small ziplock baggie from their briefs. Inside it was an all-plastic earpiece and a microphone that was the size of an LED wire. The nondescript communications device was designed to avoid detection by metal detectors and X-ray machines. It would allow Wagner to keep in contact with his team during the operation. After a communications check with his operatives, his group got to work on the dry-pipe valve.

      Wagner checked his watch. The cyber squad had turned off the fire alarm and monitoring system thirty minutes ago. Three of the operatives had already reported installing their DATS devices.

      In the utility closet, the two men assigned to changing out the HVAC zoning control panel were having some difficulty. It was a problem he hadn’t anticipated and one that the HVAC technicians in Berlin should have considered. The antiquated EMM3U zone board by Honeywell was designed for three zones within a structure. The True Zone panel sent to him from Berlin only accommodated two zones. That meant part of the embassy building might not receive air supply on command during the programming process. To complicate matters further, Wagner had no idea what part of the building would be starved of the cooler air necessary to trigger the DATS devices.

      “Keep working,” he instructed Azizov and his helper. “I’ve got to see about the air handler.”

      He rushed out of the basement and up the back stairwell leading to each floor and ultimately to the roof of the three-story building. He glanced up at the sprinkler heads as he took the steps two at a time, smiling as he visualized panicked embassy personnel seeking fresh air, only to be doused with sarin-contaminated water.

      When he reached the main floor, he caught his breath and casually emerged from the stairwell. He made his way down a hallway with open office doors flanking both sides. A very attractive young blonde exited one of the offices and walked in front of him down the hallway. Her long legs and curved hips mesmerized Wagner as he followed. His mind raced briefly as he considered rescuing this damsel from the distress he was about to inflict upon her.

      He made his way into the utility room and quickly joined the two men working on the panel. They showed him the problem and offered a couple of solutions.

      “One option is to pair two zones onto a single terminal by jumping the wires from two to three, for example. However, sir, I cannot give you assurances this method will work, and it might even prevent both zones two and three from functioning.”

      “What is another option?” asked Wagner.

      “One of us could go to the local electrical supply store and purchase the proper control panel. It is a common system made by Honeywell.”

      “How far or, rather, how long will that take?” Wagner checked his watch. He was suppressing his anger at this overlooked contingency. The zoning panel was only six inches tall by four inches wide. His team could’ve carried in half a dozen different types.

      “Thirty to forty-five minutes, sir. It is close to lunchtime, and traffic will be heavy.”

      “Scheisse!” Wagner was aggravated, and then he asked, “Can we bypass it altogether?”

      “Bypass, sir?” the young Turkish operative asked.

      “Yes. Forget the installation of the control panel. Allow the building’s thermostats to control the air handler, not the panel.”

      The two men working on this aspect of the mission exchanged glances. The Turk replied, “Um, yes, sir. That requires one or maybe two people to set the thermostats and escape the building before the cold air hits the DATS devices.”

      “How long?” asked Wagner before repeating the question. “How long will it take for the thermostats to react and start the flow of cold air through the ductwork?”

      The young Turkish man who had a cursory background in HVAC systems from his father’s general contracting business studied the Mitsubishi HVAC system.

      “Most of these require sixty seconds to allow the amperage to build up before firing the units. After that, depending on their efficiency, maybe another minute for the cold air to find its way from the air handler to the vents. Then another half minute for the proper temperature to register.”

      “Nearly three minutes from the time the thermostats are set until the sarin would be released. Am I correct?” asked Wagner.

      “Yes, sir. That’s why I suggest at least two men to handle this task.”

      Wagner walked away and wandered through the utility room. In rapid succession, three of his men reported their DATS devices had been installed. Except for this hiccup, their mission was on schedule.

      He walked back to where the two operatives had been working on the control panel. He subconsciously picked up a flathead screwdriver and used it to point at the device, tapping it as he spoke.

      “I want you to dismantle what you’ve done and bypass it so the thermostats control the system. I will set the thermostats and exit the building in time.”

      “Sir, you will need help,” said the Turkish operative.

      “I have someone downstairs. When we’ve completed the modification of the fire-suppression system, I’ll set things in motion.”

      Wagner furrowed his brow, slapped the young man on the back, and shoved the screwdriver in his pocket as he strutted out of the utility room.
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      “I don’t like this!” shouted Bear through the upper hallways of von Zwick’s home. Several large open spaces filled the center of the steep rafters. Walkways surrounded the interior walls, creating minimal headroom due to the severe slope of the roof lines. Von Zwick’s hatch-like openings in the roof were large enough for a shooter to extend a rifle through despite the cramped design.

      “Why the hell didn’t we bring NVGs?” lamented Bear. Their voices easily found their way through the mainly open space on the second floor.

      When the team left Fort Belvoir, they’d expected to conduct investigative work. They hadn’t traveled with their normal complement of gear because they never anticipated being surrounded by gunmen who’d stalked them all the way from Berlin. Fortunately, the CIA in Berlin had equipped them with the silenced pistols.

      Gunner couldn’t disagree with their complaints. He had no choice but to rely upon von Zwick’s infrared perimeter surveillance cameras to spot their target. The shotgun he’d chosen would allow him to blindly spray shot to a wide area with the hopes of wounding an approaching attacker. A second shot would either disable the attacker or kill him altogether.

      The professor’s voice came over the ceiling-mounted speakers. “Two men, ten feet apart, approaching from the east.”

      “That’s you, Cam!” Gunner reminded her. “Focus your eyes and look for movement. Listen for the rustling of heavy feet.”

      “I’m on it,” she said as she felt her way down the hallway toward the hatch centered on the east of the house. She slowly opened the hatch until it locked in place. Just as she raised her rifle to get into position, gunfire came from two directions, stitching the roof with ricocheting bullets although some ripped through the opening.

      “Damn! Damn! Damn!” she screamed. “I’m hit!” She reached up with her uninjured arm and fumbled for the rope pull tied to the hatch. She jerked the opening downward until it slammed shut. More shots peppered the roof.

      Gunner raced down the hallway to join her. He racked a round into the shotgun, shoved it through a narrow opening in the hatch, and fired wildly toward the ground. He repeated the effort and found a target. A man groaned in pain. The remaining assailant returned fire, once again sending perfectly placed rounds through the slight opening. Gunner took a chance and reached his arm up to shut the hatch, providing them much-needed ballistic protection.

      “They have to be pros,” he mumbled as he dropped below the opening and sat next to his best friend. “You all right?”

      “Yeah,” she said as she caught her breath. “It grazed my forearm. I’m bleeding, but I can function.”

      It was pitch black in the loft hallway. “They must have night vision. There’s no ambient light in here.”

      “Wunderbar,” said Cam sarcastically, using the German word for wonderful.

      “Are you sure you’re good?” he asked again.

      “Yeah. So how are we gonna play this?”

      “Hold tight. I’ll be right back.”

      In a low crouch, Gunner rushed down the dark hallway to the stairwell leading to the living area. Greenish light emanated from the computer monitors manned by von Zwick.

      “Professor,” Gunner unnecessarily whispered to get the man’s attention. The walls blocked the sound from exiting the building. “Does your exterior lighting give full coverage of the perimeter?”

      “Ja. Floodlights on all four corners of the building.”

      “How many are already in the clearing?”

      After a brief delay, von Zwick replied, “Six. Slowly approaching.”

      “Stand by.”

      Gunner stood and turned so his voice could be heard by both Bear and Cam. “We’re gonna light up the grounds. You’ll have to move fast. Six bogies, so far.”

      Bear responded first. “Roger.”

      “Ready,” said Cam.

      Gunner shouted down to von Zwick, “Give me five seconds to get in position. Then light up the perimeter. Start countdown, now!”

      Gunner pushed down the hallway, using his hands to guide him in the dark. He found his way into position and then readied the H&K rifle provided by von Zwick. It seemed like it had been longer than five seconds as his heart raced. He held his rifle in one hand and prepared to shove his roof hatch open.

      “Lights on!” von Zwick announced through the speakers.

      Gunner shoved his hatch open, and seconds later, bullets were flying in all directions.

      Bear’s shotgun boomed in the night while Cam let loose automatic fire upon her attackers. The assailants screamed in agony as they were struck and as their eyes burned from suddenly being hit with the bright lights. Disoriented, they wildly returned fire, their automatic weapons missing their intended targets but serving to keep Gunner and his team out of the shooting portals.

      “Sitrep!” shouted Gunner as he shot a fleeing attacker in the back. Cam was the first to respond.

      “One wounded, one KIA.”

      Bear responded similarly. “One confirmed kill. One full of double-aught buck just crawled behind a tree. One seen running for cover.”

      Cam added to her totals. “I had one escape my fire also.”

      Gunner called back the totals. “That’s three dead. Two wounded. Two in the trees. We can assume at least one other might be on the loose.”

      Automatic fire ripped across the roof on both sides of the house. Shots were also being fired toward the glass windows downstairs. Gunner pressed his back against the roof trusses and glanced into the yard in front of von Zwick’s entrance. It was logical the attackers would focus their efforts on the building’s greatest vulnerability—the front entry.

      A bullet zipped through the hatch and over his head, embedding itself in the twelve-by-twelve post behind him. He used his shotgun to return fire Taliban-style. He gripped the shotgun in his hands, using his powerful forearms and biceps to prepare for the recoil. He stuck the barrel through the opening and squeezed the trigger without aiming at any particular target. The double-aught buckshot flew into the forest, splintering trees and raining bark upon anyone hiding. It served as a message to the attackers to stay behind cover.

      Gunner and the Gray Fox team had successfully repelled the first wave, but expected their assailants would be undeterred. His mind raced as he analyzed their motives. Sure, he’d asked some pointed questions to Professor Brandt in Berlin. However, none of them would warrant a kill squad to be dispatched to hunt them. Perhaps, Gunner thought, the target was von Zwick. Maybe he knew something that someone higher up the food chain than Brandt either needed to know, or wanted to bury forever.

      Several rounds were fired back at him in response. Gunner ignored them and shouted to his team, “Any movement?”

      “Not on my side,” replied Bear. “I’m covering north and west now.”

      “Same here, nothing,” replied Cam, who’d ceded one of her areas of responsibility to Bear due to her injury.

      Ping! Ping! Crash!

      “They’re shooting out the lights!” shouted Bear.

      Gunner glanced through the portal. Muzzle flashes started to appear beyond the edge of the forest, sending a hail of bullets toward the corners of the building just below the roofline. Gunner took aim and fired toward the location of the flashes.

      A man screamed in agony, and the firing stopped for a moment. Gunner had no way of determining if he’d killed the shooter, but he fired two more rounds in the vicinity just in case. More shots rang out, and soon the entire south end of the house where the front door was located was in the dark.

      It was deathly silent as the members of the Gray Fox team caught their breath. Cam pulled her knife and cut off the bottom half of her shirtsleeve to create a pressure bandage on her wound.

      “I have movement near the—” Von Zwick’s voice was suppressed by an explosion.

      Boom!

      “What the hell?” shouted Cam.

      The entire house shook as decades of dust and debris fell on top of them from the rafters. The sound of breaking glass and solid wood being ripped to shreds filled the air.

      “Sound off!” shouted Gunner.

      “Good!” Bear roared back.

      “Same here!” shouted Cam.

      Gunner worked his way along the hallway toward the spiral staircase. He shouted for the professor.

      “Professor! Von Zwick!”

      Nothing.

      “Dammit,” Gunner muttered to himself. A whiff of fresh air found its way to the few beads of perspiration on his forehead. The cool air stood in stark contrast to the damp, stale environs in which von Zwick lived.

      Gunner retreated from the stairwell. “We’ve got a—!” The last word Gunner intended to shout was breach. However, nobody, including himself, heard it. Another blast had shaken the house and the three operatives to their cores.
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      Gunner crawled to the spiral staircase and looked over the edge into the living area below. The computer monitors were dark, and only the slight illumination coming from LED lights on the back of von Zwick’s electronics revealed the devastation. Shards of glass and shredded pieces of wood lay about the floor. A cloud of dust was slowly beginning to dissipate from the blast. The front door was barely hanging on one hinge. Then he saw something else.

      Through the haze of dust and debris that hovered in the room, the telltale sign of infrared laser sights danced around. Muted whispers could be heard through the cracking of glass that continued to fall from the bulletproof windows. They were no match for a rocket-propelled grenade or even one thrown by one of the attackers.

      Gunner had to be careful. More grenades would end this battle quickly. He had to lure them in. Bear and Cam joined his side.

      Cam addressed him first. “Von Zwick?”

      Gunner shook his head in the darkness. “No response. We’re about to have company. I saw laser sights.”

      “They’ll be back to their NVGs,” added Bear.

      “Our only option is to lure them in,” said Gunner as he laid out the plan. “Cam, cover the south portals. Allow them to enter, but hit them when they retreat.”

      “Let ’em in?” she asked.

      “Yeah. We don’t need them deploying any more grenades.”

      Cam moved in a low crouch to the south gun portal being used by Gunner. It was still propped open, but she didn’t look outside. It was pitch dark on that end of the house.

      Gunner turned to Bear. “We’re going down. Take up a position where you can get a clear shot at them as they come through. Use your shotgun. Spray to maim. I’ll clean up the mess.”

      “Roger that.”

      “But, Bear, I’m expecting three of them. Wait until the third arrives and then take him out. I’m gonna let the first couple move deeper into the house.”

      “I’m with ya, Gunner.”

      Gunner shouldered his shotgun and drew his sidearm. He reached into his cargo pants and retrieved a silencer, quickly screwing it onto the muzzle.

      “Remember, you get number three. Cam will pick off any of them who escape. I’ll take the lead two.”

      “Move,” encouraged Bear with a smile that Gunner couldn’t see in that moment, but one he’d acknowledged many times before.

      “Moving.”

      Gunner slowly descended the spiral staircase, with his sidearm trained on the front door. When the laser lights became steadier, he presumed their attackers were getting closer, and they were able to home in on the opening to the building. He furrowed his brow as he wondered if they’d abandoned their night-vision advantage for fear of the lights blinding them again. It was possible, but it would even the playing field, which favored the Gray Fox team.

      Gunner’s feet hit the ground floor, and he resisted the urge to call out to von Zwick. With only the steady green light emitted from the LED lighting coming from the back of the computers, he could see where the blast had struck the wall, leaving a gaping, debris-filled hole. It was possible von Zwick was buried under the rubble.

      He heard whispered voices and the sounds of boots crunching on the gravel at the front door. Gunner slid backward into the shadows and tucked himself behind a one-foot-square support post that stretched from the concrete floor through the upper level to the roof. Even turning his body sideways, he was still exposed. His success would depend upon surprise and the accuracy of his shots.

      The front door creaked on its broken hinges. The noise was so loud that the assassins presumed they were heard. The lead man demanded the professor reveal himself.

      “Von Zwick! Wo sind sie?”

      A solitary figure filled the void left by the blast at the front door. The ambient moonlight was temporarily obliterated. He stepped into the room, his laser sights darting back and forth in search of a target. If he had night vision, Gunner would’ve been easily discovered.

      Gunner held his breath as a second figure appeared in the opening. This figure was much larger and clumsy. He bumped his head on the heavy door as he ducked through the opening. He remained silent, but the thud gave away what happened.

      The two men separated slightly and kept moving forward. They were professionals, walking heel to toe in an effort to avoid making crunching sounds on the debris covering the floor. Attracted by the LED lights, the first man made his way to where the computers were still humming. The second man moved deeper into the room, directly for Gunner.

      As the seconds ticked away, Gunner had to make a decision.

      A third figure stepped through the doorway. Gunner steadied his weapon on his closest attacker. He waited for Bear to open fire, which he did.

      Boom!

      The blast of the Remington 870 shotgun was deafening.

      After breaking cover, Gunner didn’t hesitate. He fired three quick rounds at the man whose silhouette obscured the moonlight coming through the front door. He smoothly turned his weapon toward the second man, who was surprised by the sudden outburst of gunfire. He swung his rifle barrel around toward Bear, but before the laser sights could find a target, three bullets tore through his torso, spinning him like a top to the ground.

      Gunner returned his attention to the front door, waiting for another attacker to emerge. Nobody appeared, and Cam wasn’t forced to shoot anyone attempting to escape. He followed the tracing laser to the hand of the first victim and kicked his gun away. He did the same with the other two attackers, who lay sprawled out in their blood, which was now pooling together on the floor.

      Bear came lumbering around the wooden staircase and immediately charged toward the front door with his shotgun leading the way. Although it was dark, he seemed comfortable there were no other attackers.

      “Clear,” he announced loud enough for Gunner to hear.

      “Clear,” Gunner repeated. Cam’s shuffling footsteps could be heard until she bounded down the stairs to join the guys.

      “Lights?” she asked.

      Gunner thought for a moment. He was still uncomfortable with the body count. It was logical to assume there were eight attackers in the two vehicles, and he cursed himself for not being more observant when they’d raced passed them on the autobahn or as they’d crossed the barbed-wire perimeter fencing.

      “I think we’ve killed six, leaving two in the woods who are wounded,” he replied. He eased into the kitchen. “Come in here and away from the windows in case the others decide to pick us off before they die.”

      Bear and Cam walked backwards into the kitchen and then moved through to the bedroom hallway. Gunner turned on the kitchen light above the sink. That was when the three of them noticed blood along the concrete floor and rug runner leading to the bedroom.

      “Cover the entrance,” Gunner ordered as he pushed his way down the hallway, leading with his sidearm. “Professor, are you back here?”

      The man responded with a yes that sounded part groan and part gurgle.

      Gunner felt his way to the bedroom and located the light switch. Von Zwick was slumped on the floor, sitting upright against the front of his bed. His right shoulder had been destroyed, and his arm was hanging on by a few tendons. His upper body was covered in blood.

      Gunner grabbed a blanket off a nearby chair and wrapped it around the man’s shivering body. The loss of blood and trauma was causing the elderly man to go into shock.

      “Hang in there. We’ll get you some help.”

      Von Zwick used all his energy to force the words out. He shook his head back and forth, causing him to groan. “Nein. Ich sterbe.” No. I’m dying.

      Gunner saw that it was hopeless. In this desolate part of Germany, it would be impossible to get him medical attention with this much blood loss. All he could do was comfort the man until he passed away.

      “You’ve done great things, Professor von Zwick. You should be proud of your work.”

      He flopped his head back and forth, indicating he disagreed. With each motion, more blood spurted out of the gaping hole in his body.

      “There is more to do. My papers. In the barn. Finish.”

      Gunner spoke calmly, but he didn’t have time to comfort the dying man any further. “We will. Please. Who are we looking for?”

      “Odessa. Rome. Knight. Arggghhh.” His last breath sounded like a groan of pain, but in actuality, it was the most important information that Gunner needed to hear, but didn’t.
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      As soon as Wagner arrived on the basement level, he heard the raised voices of two men arguing in their native Azerbaijani tongue. He immediately realized there was only one member of his team from the mostly Islamic country. He moved swiftly but quietly down the hallway to approach the open door to the boiler room, where he’d left his two operatives to finish up their work on the fire-suppression system.

      He pressed his back against the wall just outside the door, carefully leaning forward to see who had confronted his operatives. The man, dressed in khaki pants and a white pressed dress shirt, held a two-way radio in one hand and a clipboard in the other. He immediately struck Wagner as the building superintendent.

      The man was animated, waving the two-way radio around as he spoke. Wagner feared the facility manager would call for armed security. Because none of his team dared to bring any form of weapons into the embassy, including knives, they’d be almost helpless against the Azerbaijani soldiers who were tasked with protecting the embassy.

      He leaned back against the wall and dropped his hands to his sides as he considered his options. That was when he felt it. He reached into his pocket and realized he’d inadvertently shoved the flathead screwdriver into his pants when he left the utility room. This was all he needed.

      With expert, silent movements, he approached the man from the rear. He clasped his left hand around his victim’s mouth and jammed the blade of the screwdriver into the side of his neck until the shank was buried up to the handle. To finish off the kill, he pushed the handle forward and back to rip apart the man’s larynx and the upper part of his trachea. Seconds later, the unsuspecting facility manager choked on his own blood.

      Wagner allowed the dead man’s body to slide to the ground. Just in case he needed it again, as a weapon or a tool, he extracted the screwdriver and wiped the blood off on the man’s white pressed shirt. Without a second thought, he shoved it in his pocket again for future use.

      “Are you finished?” he asked Azizov calmly.

      The new operative looked from the dead body to Wagner. “Almost. We have to return water pressure to the main valve and then clean up, um …” His voice trailed off as he glanced down again at the pool of blood that surrounded the dead man’s body.

      “Don’t bother. Finish your work. Hurry. You and I have one more task.”

      While his two men completed the installation of the new dry valve and slowly opened the water supply to the fire-suppression system, Wagner checked in with his team. Everyone had finished their part of the mission and were making their way out of the building. The two men in the utility room had finished bypassing the control panel so the individual thermostats would control the HVAC units. He instructed the DATS installers to contact him once they were at their trucks so they could provide him the locations of the thermostats. It took seven minutes for the rest of the team to exit the building while Wagner stood watch over the two men in the basement.

      Azizov joined Wagner in the hallway. “All done, sir. We’re ready to pull out.”

      Wagner turned to the other man and instructed him to leave. “Azizov, there are two thermostats to be set, and then we have to make one final adjustment in the utility room. I need you to change the one on the upper level, and I will handle the main level. Then we’ll meet up by the air handlers to finish the job.”

      “Sir, something has changed, yes?” he asked.

      “The control panel was defective, and we didn’t have time to obtain a backup. We can manually set the system in motion and still have three minutes to exit the building.”

      Azizov scowled. “That will be a very tight timeframe.”

      “That’s why I chose you to help. You have impressed me. I can trust you to perform as required.”

      Azizov still appeared skeptical, but he nodded his understanding. “Where do I go?”

      Wagner gave the young man directions to the second floor and the location of the wall-mounted thermostat. He instructed Azizov to set them to sixty-five degrees and to waste no time joining him in the utility room near the back of the building on the first floor.

      The three men made their way out of the basement and split up in their separate directions. Wagner quickly set the main level thermostat and surreptitiously slipped into the utility room. Once inside, he scanned the space for a weapon other than the screwdriver he held in his pocket. Azizov was younger and more agile than the bulky Wagner. He didn’t have time to struggle with the Turkish operative, as the sarin would be dispersed through the ductwork within minutes.

      On a series of plastic shelves set against one wall was a red steel toolbox. Wagner opened it and lifted out the tray in hopes of finding a claw hammer, a tool he’d used as a weapon before. He found something that would work just as well.

      He heard footsteps approaching the door. He gripped his weapon and moved quickly behind the door to get into position. As he readied himself, he used his right thumb to adjust the rotating nut just below the slot of the pipe wrench’s jaw. As the door slowly opened, the jaws separated farther, creating a sharp, U-shaped opening.

      Wagner didn’t hesitate. The moment Azizov’s skull was in view, he swung his arm back and struck the man in the back of the head with the open jaws of the pipe wrench. The top jaw embedded in the operative’s skull and stuck. Azizov, stunned and in agony, dropped to his knees.

      Wagner kicked the young man in the back, knocking him forward until he landed face-first on the concrete. The maniacal German stomped on the man’s back with his right boot. Wagner then snatched the wrench out of the cracked skull and struck Azizov as hard as he could in the temple. The brain matter on the floor was a clear indication of the young man’s death.

      Wagner closed his eyes momentarily and exhaled as he gathered himself. His red coveralls were covered with crimson blood splatter, but he had no time to change. He moved quickly out of the utility room and headed for the service area to exit the building. As instructed, two of the vans had already left the embassy compound, and the third was awaiting him with the motor running.

      He jumped into the passenger seat and ordered the driver to go. Then he made calls using an encrypted cell phone. His first call was to the sniper team.

      “Open fire. Repeat. Fire!”

      The report of the rifle echoed down the streets surrounding the embassy. The reaction was immediate. Pedestrians and those awaiting access to the embassy either fell to the ground or ran for their lives. As predicted, the iron gates began to close as security personnel ran in all directions across the compound.

      Wagner checked his watch. It had been just over four minutes since the thermostats had been set. At this point, the sarin-filled DATS devices would be triggered, and the deadly nerve agent would be seeping into the lungs of the one hundred thirteen embassy employees and support staff.

      He checked his watch again. It had been sixty seconds since the snipers opened fire on the building, enough time for the lockdown mechanisms to take place. He made his next call to the cyber squad in Berlin.

      “Initiate fire-suppression system. HVAC is not necessary. Fire suppression only. Now!”

      As his driver sped away toward their escape vehicle, Wagner leaned his back against the headrest as he visualized the chaos and carnage inside the embassy. There was no need to stick around to see the fruits of his labor. Within days, the media would obtain photos of the dead and plaster them on internet forums and websites for the world to see. After all, virtually everything could be found on the internet.
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      “By my count, we’re still missing a couple of wounded, at least,” said Cam as she tore a strip of sheet from von Zwick’s bed to wrap a fresh bandage around her forearm wound. Gunner and Bear gently laid the man’s body on the floor and covered it with the bed’s comforter.

      “Yeah. I want to find his documents, but we should clear the perimeter first,” said Gunner.

      “I’ll check these guys for their NVGs,” offered Bear, who slipped out of the bedroom back toward the living area.

      Cam crouched down next to Gunner, who stared quietly at von Zwick’s body. “You good?”

      Gunner grimaced. “Yeah. This old guy didn’t deserve this. He loved his country and was just trying to flush out the vermin.”

      “Sometimes, you can’t go it alone, right?” asked Cam rhetorically. She’d known Gunner for a long time. His self-reliance and exclusion of others sometimes got in the way of a mission’s purpose. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his friends and partners. It was just his way, especially since Heather died. The passage of time changed that.

      He sighed as he stood. “I guess so. Anyway, I’m anxious to see what he was working on. Let’s mop up the wounded before the explosions draw any curious locals to us. Then we’ll see just how big this thing is.”

      Gunner led the way, and Bear proudly announced the discovery of two night-vision monoculars. He handed them to Gunner, who refused. “You guys use them.”

      Bear chuckled. “Oh yeah, I forgot about your cat eyes.” Gunner, like most cats, had a superior ability to see in the dark. It was more instinct than extraordinary retina sensitivity.

      “Let’s make our way into the woods on the opposite end of the house where they were seen last. We’ll follow the perimeter for cover. I’ll bring up the rear.”

      Bear nodded and raised the monocular to his right eye to scan the clearing. Near the edge of the woods stood a deer, but there was no sign of human life.

      “Clear,” he whispered. Then he smiled to himself as he hearkened back to the Gray Fox team’s days in the Air Force. “Double time, airmen.”

      Bear lowered his body and rushed across the clearing, with Cam and Gunner in tow. Fifteen seconds later, they’d entered the woods, where both Cam and Bear scanned the area of cleared underbrush for signs of life. Other than a whitetail deer hopping through the forest away from them, there was nothing.

      “Split up?” asked Cam.

      Gunner gave the instructions. “Yeah, twenty feet apart. I’ve got your six.”

      “Moving,” said Bear as he made his way along the edge of the predominantly pine-tree forest. He’d advance twenty feet or so and then use the monocular to scan his surroundings.

      “Move,” whispered Gunner.

      “Moving,” Cam replied as she paced Bear’s advance through the trees. She shouldered her rifle and drew her sidearm, using her left hand to continuously look through the monocular.

      With this approach, the three of them made a continuous loop of von Zwick’s house-barn combination until they identified one more man who’d bled out from Gunner’s shotgun blasts. On the side of the property where the road was located, they found broken saplings and signs of a person struggling to fight through the underbrush.

      “Whadya think?” asked Bear.

      Gunner thought for a moment as he searched the ground where the man had fallen for his NVG. He smiled as he located a more advanced, military-issue set of goggles with a head strap. The entire assembly was covered in blood. Gunner wiped off the blood on his khaki pants, where it joined that of von Zwick. He didn’t like loose ends and wanted to eliminate the potential threat.

      “Let me track him. You guys flank me about fifteen paces to each side. If he’s hiding in the brush, we’ll flush him out. My guess is he headed for the cars.”

      They moved in unison through the underbrush that became increasingly dense as they neared the road. After ten minutes of searching, Gunner shouted to his team. He knelt down next to a body to feel its pulse.

      “Visual. KIA. Let’s check the road.”

      They continued moving away from the farmhouse until they reached the barbed-wire fence. Bear was the first to join Gunner.

      “I saw their cars parked down the road. It’s not that far from where Cam and I ditched the Bimmer. We might check the pockets of these guys for their keys. It’s possible they dis—”

      “Shhh,” admonished Cam. Both guys snapped their head in her direction as she climbed through the barbed wire onto the road. “Do you hear that?”

      A low rumbling sound could be heard in the distance that appeared to be getting closer. Gunner and Bear both broke through the fence perimeter to join her.

      “Motorcycles. Harleys, probably.”

      Gunner checked his watch. It was three a.m.

      “They’re not joyriding at this hour,” he said jokingly. “I’m thinking the explosions were heard back toward Jamel.”

      “Really, these NordKreuz guys ride Harleys?” asked Cam sarcastically. “So typical.”

      Gunner replied calmly, “That’s the difference between pretenders and ideologues. Pretenders like to play dress-up and pretend they’re actors in a movie conjured up in their minds. Ideologues are committed to their cause. It’s not about playing a role. It’s about advancing their goals.”

      “Either way, whadya wanna do?” asked Bear. “We could stand here and warn them off. A few well-placed rounds skipping along the pavement at their feet would send them screaming back to their beddy-byes.”

      “Or we may end up wasting time only to wind up getting bogged down in a firefight,” countered Gunner. He turned to Cam. “Check the GPS on your phone and get our coordinates. Call it out to me. I’m gonna text the Den and request an extract.”

      “What about our biker buddies?” asked Bear.

      “Let’s get the extract request in while we have cell service. We were in a dead zone over at the professor’s place. At the house, we’ll have the benefit of NVG, and I doubt these thugs do. Either way, you guys will get the honor of target practice while I search the barn.”

      Bear laughed and raised the barrel of his rifle. “Now you’re talkin’.”

      “I’m ready,” announced Cam as she raised her phone to show Gunner the display.

      He’d already retrieved his phone from his cargo pants pocket as they crossed the fence. He was prepared to send a text via the Deutsche Telekom cell network, connecting through the NSA’s secured satellites to the Den’s communications personnel.

      Gunner typed in the message.

      Gunner: Gray Fox. Bring the beer. Hot. Tecate.

      Gunner’s duress phrase was bring the beer. It was a commonly used phrase that might be introduced into everyday conversation without arousing suspicion. The word hot indicated they were either under fire or potentially would be involved in a firefight.

      Finally, Tecate was the code word to be used on a Tuesday to confirm the identity of the specific operative issuing the message. Gunner, by his choice, was assigned different beers for each day of the week. Had it still been Monday, he would’ve placed Miller at the end of the first communication. Had it been Thursday, the code word would’ve been Tecate Light. Saturday was Sol, another Mexican beer, and Sunday was Sol Light, which didn’t exist, but worked for purposes of identity confirmation.

      Seconds later, he got a reply.

      The Den: Delivery location?

      “Okay, Cam. Let me have them.”

      As she read them aloud, Gunner typed them in.

      Gunner: 53.8744° N, 11.2560° E

      He paused for a moment and listened as the sounds of the approaching group of motorcycles grew much louder. Shit!

      Gunner: ETA?

      The Den: Stand by.

      “Gunner, I can see headlights in the distance,” said Cam.

      Gunner yelled in his head, Stand by? Are you kidding me?

      He stared impatiently at his phone and then looked down the desolate road. “Come on, dammit!”

      “Hey, we gotta roll, boss,” urged Bear.

      “Shit. Hang on.” He sent another text.

      Gunner: SOS. Weapons hot. Out.

      Gunner held his phone in front of him as they raced through the fence and back toward von Zwick’s house. He hoped to get a response on the estimated time of arrival of the cavalry. His phone became useless as they re-entered the dead zone without cell coverage. He and his team would be on their own for a while.
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      “We’ll take the same tactic as before,” suggested Gunner as the three operatives reloaded their weapons in von Zwick’s gun closet. Each of them carried battle rifles now along with their sidearm and a shotgun for each. They quickly filled magazines and shoved them into their cargo pants pockets. “We’ll maintain light discipline and use our NVG as an advantage.”

      “ROE?” asked Cam, referring to their rules of engagement. It was a logical question to ask. The eight-man hit team that descended on them earlier were professionals with access to advanced weaponry, including rifle grenades. If Gunner’s hunch was right, the approaching bikers were nothing more than anarchists.

      “Warn them off at first unless they shoot back,” Gunner replied. “Again, we know nothing about this bunch. Hell, they might not even be able to find us in the woods. Most times, they’re a rock-throwing, glass-breaking bunch of angry criminals looking for an excuse to tear up shit. That said, if they shoot, the hellfire they get in return will be well deserved.”

      “Roger that,” said Bear as he slammed a magazine into his automatic rifle. He was the first to move into position.

      Cam turned to Gunner. “With the U.S. troop withdrawal from Germany into Poland, it could take hours to get a chopper over here. And when they do, our extraction could be messy if the Nordkreuz are still wandering about the tree line.”

      “What’re you saying?” asked Gunner.

      “If we’re gonna hitch our ride without a messy firefight, we’ll need to be ready. There won’t be time to search for von Zwick’s stash of docs.”

      Gunner, who’d already second-guessed leaving his team, took a deep breath and thought for a moment. “You’re right. Let’s see what we’re dealing with, and then I’ll make the call.”

      Cam made a fist and gently hit Gunner in the chest. “Let’s see what these guys have in ’em.”

      Now that she was familiar with her surroundings and with the use of the NVG, she moved swiftly down the hallway in the dark to get into position. Gunner did the same. Soon, all three of them had raised their firing portals, silently waiting for the attack.

      Ten minutes had passed and there had been no activity. Gunner walked to each of the portals overlooking the partially destroyed south end of von Zwick’s house. He eased down the east hallway and checked in with Cam to see if she’d had any motion whatsoever. She thought she’d caught a glimpse of a rabbit. That was it.

      Gunner was crossing through the large open space of the second floor toward Bear when he shouted in a hushed tone, “I’ve got movement! Four, maybe five bogeys bunched together just inside the woods.”

      Gunner hustled to use one of Bear’s portals to see for himself.

      “Okay, Bear. You got this?” he asked.

      “Piece of cake,” the big man responded.

      Gunner went back to his position. The only way for their new set of assailants to enter the house was through the gaping holes left by the grenades.

      Suddenly, Bear unleashed a series of shotgun blasts. He’d fire, slide the gun’s handle to load another round, and fire again in rapid succession.

      “They think they’re freakin’ Vikings or somethin’! Machetes, clubs, and shit! Molotovs incoming!”

      Cam joined in. “I’ve got at least six, maybe eight gathering behind the trees.”

      Gunner gave the order. “Fire at will.”

      Both of his fellow operatives released quick four-round bursts from their automatic weapons. Cam’s bullets ripped into the soft bark of the pine trees, and a couple found their mark in the bodies of the attackers. Bear’s continuous use of the shotgun had devastating effects on the Vikings, as he called them.

      The wide scatter effect might not have resulted in kill shots, but it certainly served to repel the onslaught of Molotov-cocktail-hurling thugs. Some of the firebombs struck the slate roof and caught the moss on fire. Most fell short and burned harmlessly on the dewy grass next to the house.

      The intense heat from the flaming accelerant had the biggest effect on the horses and cattle held in von Zwick’s barn underneath Cam and Bear. Their agitated response could be heard through the wooden floors that separated them from the living area.

      “They’re withdrawing!” shouted Bear. “I’ve got one on the ground crawling back toward the woods.”

      “Hold fire!” ordered Gunner. “Maybe this will end it?”

      The new set of attackers didn’t emerge from the protection of the forest, which forced their friends to crawl to safety. Their surroundings fell silent again except for the cacophony of crickets that resumed their nighttime opera.

      “Sitrep!” shouted Gunner.

      “No movement,” replied Cam.

      “Nothing since two guys came out of the woods long enough to drag their buddies out of the clearing. I heard an engine start. Not a bike, though. More like a diesel truck.”

      “Stay in position,” ordered Gunner.

      He took a chance and made his way downstairs into the living area. He avoided slipping on the pools of blood as he pulled furniture out of the kitchen and piled it in front of the entry door, which was still hanging on one hinge. He added some more rubble from the explosion to create an effective deterrent to anyone attempting to rush into the house.

      With the entrance sealed off, he returned upstairs and checked his portals again. Nothing could be seen. He made mental note of the time. It had been just over an hour since he’d requested the extraction and roughly ten minutes since the locals had staged their assault. He needed to find von Zwick’s research or they would’ve gone through this for nothing.

      “Bear, I need you to cover my side of the house. Cam, I’m headed down to the barn. Guys, I’m gonna need to turn on the lights in there to calm the animals and search for his stash of docs. Some light will filter through the barn walls. Watch for another wave of attacks.”

      “Got it!” shouted Cam.

      “Your gunfire will be my signal to return to the south portals.”

      “Roger. We’ve got ya!” yelled Bear.

      “Ride or die, bitches!” added an exuberant Cam.

      Gunner grinned and then paused for a moment. He glanced outside one last time and then made his way into the barn. The smell of manure immediately struck his nostrils, but somehow it was comforting. He’d spent many winters as a boy making money cleaning out a family friend’s stables. During the springs and summers, Gunner had cut grass to fund his baseball-card-collecting passion.

      He had been an enterprising young man who understood the value of hard work and the rewards getting paid for his efforts afforded him. Now, his career had nothing to do with money. It was for love of country. Even if his job was to dig through horse and cow manure to continue their investigation into who was behind the hornet’s nest they’d kicked.
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      Gunner spent the next hour with the assistance of Cam to dig through every crack, crevice, and pile of hay in the barn in search of von Zwick’s research. Bear continued to monitor the building’s perimeter for the return of the Nordkreuz. After taking on heavy fire, they never reappeared, and soon their motorcycles could be heard in full retreat.

      Daylight could be seen through the forest, and at the first hint of it peeking through the few cracks in the building, the animals, especially the chickens, began to stir. As the sun rose further, Gunner made the call to release the farm critters to graze outside. He had no idea what would become of them, and he planned on asking his military escort to contact the nearest law enforcement to deal with the carnage. He was sure there would be questions for his Gray Fox team, but there was no time for that.

      Eventually, he and Cam found three buried German military footlockers hidden in the animals’ stalls and the chicken coops. The distinctive loud whomp-whomp of an approaching Black Hawk helicopter resulted in their search being cut short. After a quick sweep of von Zwick’s home for additional intelligence, they greeted the NATO team dispatched from the Lielvarde Air Base in the Republic of Latvia.

      Gunner was unsure why the Den chose a chopper from nearly six hundred miles away to perform the extraction. He’d issued the duress code and indicated they should come in weapons hot. He intended to take the issue up with Ghost when they spoke.

      In the meantime, during their three-hour flight to Latvia, the team, exhausted from the long night, managed to sleep. Not totally refreshed, but functioning, they exited the UH-60 Black Hawk, each carrying one of the trunks in addition to their weapons. They were greeted by Major Leah Curriston, who was second in command at the base.

      “Welcome to Latvia,” she greeted them heartily. “I’m glad we were able to provide assistance.”

      “Thank you,” said Gunner. He didn’t introduce himself, and on the ride over, he’d instructed Cam and Bear to remain tight-lipped. After the hit teams were able to engage them so quickly following the meeting with Professor Brandt, he became concerned about leaks and whom he could trust. “Would you mind if we find a quiet place to regroup before we catch a transport home?”

      She gestured for them to accompany her to the command and control building. Cam and Bear followed behind. “Not at all. I’ve been asked by the U.S. Embassy chargé d’affaires, Paul Junge, to extend every courtesy to the three of you. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you’d like.”

      Bear whispered to Cam, “Do married women in Latvia wear wedding rings? She’s ridiculously beautiful.”

      Cam scowled and shook her head. “That’s a ridiculous question. Besides, how should I know?”

      “So do you think she’s single?” asked Bear, who was clearly enamored by the major’s beauty.

      “I think you’ll remain single for life because you have no understanding of women. You need to start with the basics. I’m gonna get you that old book—Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus.”

      Bear shot her a dirty look. “Which one are you from?”

      Cam swung the footlocker she was toting in Bear’s direction, knocking him off balance. “Hey, careful!” he said a little too loudly, drawing a disapproving glance from Gunner.

      “Here we are,” announced Major Curriston. “Mr. Junge asked that I contact him once you’re settled.” They entered a large meeting room, followed by two Latvian Air Force base security personnel.

      Gunner shook his head. “No, Major. Please don’t. We won’t be staying long. I need to check in, and then we’ll be on our way. Thanks.”

      “As you wish,” she said with a shrug. “You’ll find snacks and drinks in the kitchen area. There are showers in the lavatory. It does not carry a gender designation, I’m sorry.” She looked at Cam as she revealed this information.

      “Thank you,” Gunner said again. He was eager to be left alone with his team and von Zwick’s research.

      The major’s demeanor suddenly turned serious. “I imagine you are unaware of recent events. The U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan was attacked. There are many unanswered questions, but it appears it was partly a frontal assault coupled with some type of poisonous gas.”

      “When?” asked Gunner.

      “Yesterday,” the major replied. “You can have access to a telephone to contact your superiors for more details. I have a guard stationed outside if you need anything. We are an active military base, so please don’t leave the building without approval and an escort. Also, I hope you understand, we must relieve you of your weapons while you’re on our base.” The major looked each of them in the eye and exited the room.

      Without speaking, the three members of the Gray Fox team exchanged glances. Gunner set his footlocker on a table near the kitchenette, and it was soon joined by the other two. They turned over their weapons cache together with the additional magazines in their pants to the security guards. Gunner kept his knife strapped to his leg, a weapon that went unnoticed by the Latvian airmen.

      After they were left alone, Cam spoke first. “What the hell is going on?”

      Gunner replied, “I don’t believe in coincidences. Let me touch base with the Den. Bear, see what they have to eat. I wanna be on our way ASAP.”

      Bear made his way to the refrigerator and began searching for something to eat. He found packs of deli meats and cheeses, as well as a couple of loaves of rye bread. He laid it out on the kitchen counter, and soon the team was devouring their overstuffed sandwiches. They each washed it down with a different flavor of Gardu Muti soda, a Latvian-made sparkling lemonade drink.

      Cam stared at the three footlockers. “Well, are we gonna open them?”

      “Yeah, might as well do it now,” replied Gunner as he pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Let’s see what’s inside while I contact Ghost. I’m not sure our call will be totally secure, so I’m gonna have to rely upon him to tell us what to do next.”

      Bear grabbed his shoulder pack and rummaged through it until he located his lockpicking tools. He handed them to Cam. Within a minute, she’d opened up all three footlockers, allowing the stale air to seep into the room. Cam was the first to call out their contents.

      “Spiral notebooks full of handwritten notes, all in German. There are photocopies of newspaper articles and headlines. Internet blogs. I’ve got a few hard drives. Surveillance photographs taken of corporation headquarters, obviously taken from a distance with a telephoto lens. False identification, including passports for Germany, Switzerland, Austria, and the good old U.S. of A. I mean, there’s a metric shit ton of stuff here. It would take us a month to go through all of this.”

      Bear began to pull the contents out to organize them on a long dining table. He pushed the six USB storage drives into a separate pile. “Do you want me to get with Major Hottie to access a PC? It’s kinda old school, but it would give me an opportunity to—”

      “No,” Gunner replied curtly. “Nothing leaves this room. In fact, none of this is to be discussed with anybody. Organize it, photograph it, and prepare to send it via secure satellite uplink to the Den. And look for anything marked Odessa. I need to call Ghost.”

      Gunner wandered away from his two partners, who noticed his serious demeanor. The events of the last forty-eight hours weighed heavily on his mind. The contents of the footlockers should be left to the analysts in the Den. He felt like his team belonged in Rome, following von Zwick’s suggestion as he died. However, the embassy attack might change everything.

      Over the next half hour, Cam and Bear carried out their task while Gunner spoke to various personnel at the Den, including Ghost. He was instructed to wait for First Lieutenant Charles Mercier, the U.S. Army Mission Command Element Liaison Officer to the U.S. Embassy. He worked undercover for the Defense Threat Reduction Agency at Fort Belvoir. The contents of the footlockers could be safely turned over to Lieutenant Mercier for delivery back to the Den.

      As for the next leg of Gray Fox’s investigation, Rome would have to wait. They were being dispatched on the next Turkish Air flight from Latvia’s capital of Riga to Baku, Azerbaijan. Ghost believed the attack on the U.S. Embassy might have been connected to the missing contents of the U-boat despite all signs pointing at Hamas and the Iranians.
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      The Turkish Air flight circled Baku several times before it was cleared to land. As a result of the terrorist attack on the U.S. Embassy, extraordinary security measures were being taken to secure the city and to screen all passengers traveling through the airport.

      The city of Baku was often likened to Dubai for its outlandish architecture and affinity for the use of gold inlay in its building facades. The oil-rich nation, run by a dictator for decades, loved to show off its wealth through curvaceous structures like its arts center; the mirrored SOCAR building, home of the State Oil Company of Azerbaijan that resembled the famous sail-like Burj al Arab hotel, also in Dubair; and the trio of Flame Towers, built as a tribute to the nation’s wealth from natural gas.

      For all of its interesting features and fascinating points of interest, it had one drawback, at least in the eyes of Westerners—the ruling Aliyev family. The New Azerbaijani Party had been founded in 1992 under the leadership of Heydar Aliyev. Over thirty-plus years, power had been handed down from father to son, who ruled with an iron fist.

      The government had been responsible for widespread corruption and was known to manipulate voting in an effort to thwart their democratic processes. Those who openly criticized the ruling family were either jailed or killed.

      Baku thrived on its tourist trade. For a while, the city was filled with police impersonators who preyed on tourists, demanding bribes or payoffs for seemingly inconsequential misdemeanors. The Aliyev regime cracked down on the fake law enforcement officers and openly executed them in the center of the city. It was a message to all who might consider a life of petty crime in the Republic. As a result, Baku was one of the safest cities in the world to visit.

      President Aliyev was incensed when notified of the attack upon the American embassy. It ran contrary to his efforts to maintain the façade of being a good world citizen while running his country in a dictatorial manner. The free flow of oil and natural gas from the region to Western Europe and interests was of tantamount importance to Washington. American petrodollars fueled the ruling party’s lifestyle and corrupt government. The combination of these financial interests meant the attack on President Alyev’s watch would not be tolerated.

      Once the flight landed, Gunner and his team faced difficulties in retrieving their luggage. Under Azerbaijani law, authorized personnel of foreign states were permitted to carry and possess firearms with a permit. However, the permit must be obtained from the Minister of Internal Affairs with documentation provided by the nation’s embassy. In this case, the American embassy was not available.

      The State Department had to be called upon to intervene, but it took over two hours while Gunner, Cam and Bear were detained at the airport with their luggage. In that time, with the use of a specially dispatched F-16, the footlockers recovered from von Zwick’s home had made their way to Fort Belvoir. Ghost informed Gunner by text that Jackal had already jumped in with both feet, eager to learn what she could.

      Gunner was also advised the FBI team was already on the ground and the CDC had their epidemiologists en route to the scene to gather evidence. The British embassy had opened its doors and made space for the Americans to have a base of operations. As soon as their weapons were cleared, the three were to report to the acting U.S. ambassador, who’d been flown in from London.

      They rented a car at the airport and drove directly toward the British embassy, which was located less than a mile south of the U.S. Embassy. The Azerbaijani military had set up roadblocks at all roads leading out of the city. People were seen dragged from their vehicles and thrown across the hoods of their cars while they were forcibly searched. Belongings were strewn about on the ground as the concept of civil rights and rights to privacy were apparently suspended, if they even existed.

      Cam commented on the brusque tactics they’d witnessed. “If one of those guys thinks he’s gonna paw all over me like that, he’ll have two hands full of broken fingers.”

      “I’ll be right there with ya, snappin’ ’em one by one,” added Bear.

      As they turned west along the Caspian Sea shoreline, Navy patrol boats could be seen stopping every vessel within sight. Up ahead, the parking lot of the Hotel Baku, one of the most luxurious in town, was filled with guests who were being interviewed by uniformed soldiers.

      Gunner shook his head in disbelief. “I’ve never seen anything like this, except for maybe in Boston after the Marathon bombing in ’13. The city went on lockdown, but the streets reminded me of a police state. That was a taste of militarized law enforcement. What we’re witnessing here is the weight of the military on everyone.”

      While they were waiting in line to enter the British embassy’s parking lot, Gunner’s phone rang. It was Jackal. Gunner had barely said hello when her excited voice came through the device.

      “Sir, you hit the mother lode. Professor von Zwick’s investigation spans decades.”

      Bear, who was driving, rolled down his window and provided his identification to the Azerbaijani soldier at the gate. He leaned over and whispered, “Gunner, they’re gonna want us to exit the vehicle. It appears they all speak English.”

      Gunner nodded, acknowledging Bear’s implication. If he wanted to speak to Jackal in private, he’d need to wait or wander off. He chose to wander away from the car while they conducted their search. As he did, he snapped his head back and smiled while Cam berated one of the guards for getting too handsy. He wondered if the altercation would result in another international incident.

      “Sorry about that. Tell me the highlights of what you’ve seen so far.”

      Jackal began to explain. “This may be the most complex ER model I’ve ever created.”

      “English, please,” interrupted Gunner.

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. An ER model, or entity-relationship model, is something we used at the bureau to create a pattern of relationships, roles, locations, etcetera when attempting to solve a complicated case. A great example is when I used to be part of a huge RICO case involving organized crime. We’d have photos and strings and pushpins covering entire walls.” RICO was an acronym for Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations, a federal law designed to bring down the mafia and drug syndicates although many argued it was used to subvert the due-process guarantees of the Constitution.

      “Are we talking governments or corporations? State-sponsored terrorism, or what?”

      “Gunner, all of this is preliminary, okay? I’ve had these footlockers for all of two hours. Not to mention the fact that I’ve requisitioned experts from the State Department to decipher this mess.”

      “Cam said his notes were in German,” Gunner added.

      Jackal laughed. “Oh, no. It’s more than that. He’s intentionally written some entries in Standard German, which is often referred to as Hochdeutsch, or High German. Sometimes he inserts both Austrian and Swiss German. And here’s the kicker. This is really old school. There are certain passages written in Sütterlin.”

      Her voice exuded excitement through the phone. Gunner was distracted slightly by Cam waving him over to the car, where two soldiers waited to search him.

      “What’s that?” he asked, ignoring Cam’s request.

      Jackal finished her thought. “It was actually a form of written German script created in the early twentieth century and taught in schools up until the start of World War II. The generation who used it would be all dead at this point. Professor von Zwick is probably the last.”

      Gunner closed his eyes and sighed. “Was.” He felt incredibly guilty for bringing trouble to the old man’s doorstep. When Gunner promised von Zwick he’d finish the man’s life’s work, he meant it.

      Jackal caught her insensitivity. “Um, sorry. Was.”

      “Gunner!” Cam said insistently. “They’re getting a little fussy over here.”

      He held one finger up to indicate to her he was coming. “Jackal, I know you’ve got a lot on your platter. Can you unpack this for us as quickly as possible? Maybe get Ghost to sign off on using the professor, Kala Bale?”

      “I’m one step ahead of you, Gunner. We’ve taken over an entire wing of the building just for this operation. Ghost has been called to the White House for a briefing. I suspect he’ll need information from you to prepare.”

      “We’re on the ground, and our first stop will be a debriefing by our people here at the British embassy. Just one more question. Before von Zwick died, he mentioned Odessa. Do you think he’s trying to say this whole thing dates back to the end of the war and the Nazis escaping Germany?”

      “If the newspaper articles and headlines he’d saved since 1945 are any indication, the war never ended in the minds of some. Is it related to Odessa that Kala discussed the long-lost Nazis? I don’t know. I hope to have more answers when you return.”

      “Come with us, sir. Now!” ordered one of the Azerbaijani guards.

      Gunner spun around as two soldiers reached out to grab him by the arm.

      “Easy, boys. Let’s not get ourselves hurt, okay?”
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        Odessa Science Facility

        Greater Caucasus Mountains

        Gabala, Azerbaijan

      

      

      Wagner would’ve loved to rest on his laurels. In his mind, and more importantly, in the opinion of his boss, Derek Jorgensen, the attack on the U.S. Embassy in Baku was a resounding success. He was able to overcome obstacles as they arose, and although the execution wasn’t flawless, the end result was astonishing. He walked through Einstein’s audio-visual center, a small theater-type room filled with large television monitors. Each of the TVs was set to a different international news network that had descended upon Baku to cover the story. The headlines were sensational, and the visual of the grieving would have a profound impact on viewers.

      Wagner couldn’t stop pacing the floor, as he was still hyped up. Although he hadn’t slept in thirty hours, the combination of the successful operation and the pharmaceutical stimulants he was taking in the form of Adderall kept him going. He’d crash soon. But first, it was time to bask in the glory.

      Despite the soundproof design of the audio-visual center, Wagner could faintly hear a high-pitched sound resembling an alarm. He walked to the door that exited into the center hub of Odessa’s science facility to determine the source. As he entered the hallway, the shrill noise was somewhat of a shock to his nervous system and immediately annoyed him. Several scientists rushed past him in their white coats, causing him to be pushed into the wall, angering him even more.

      “Was ist los?” he shouted in German. What’s happening?

      A facility security guard rushed to his side. “Sir, there are reports of a breach in one of the BSL labs.”

      BSL was an acronym for biosafety level and referred to laboratories designed with various degrees of pathogen protection. A BSL-4, a rarity, was typically operated under the auspices of the American CDC, the World Health Organization, or other nations with advanced disease prevention programs.

      It was not unusual for private entities like pharmaceutical research and production firms to have BSL-3 laboratories. This level of protection was designed in the event the work performed involved lethal chemical agents or diseases capable of contaminating the surrounding environment. Einstein had several BSL-3 laboratories within its facilities although they should not have been undertaking any activity with sarin without the biocontainment protections afforded by a BSL-4.

      Wagner chased after the scientists who were rushing down a long corridor toward the sound of the alarm. Along the walls, warning lights flashed red and then bright white, causing a strobe-like effect. Wagner’s mind, because of its near exhaustion, reacted with a throbbing headache that could easily become a migraine. He held his hand over his eyes to block them from direct view of the unceasing electronic flashes.

      He turned down the final corridor and found a dozen Einstein personnel gathered around a thick glass observation window. They were peering down into one of the BSL-3 laboratories to view the event that had triggered the alarm. Wagner rudely pushed through them to gain access to the protective glass separating the corridor from the lab. He frowned as he saw three scientists who appeared to be gasping for oxygen.

      Wagner, despite his ruthlessness, thought it was inconsiderate that the scientists’ coworkers were observing the spectacle unfolding in the lab. He turned to the security guards who arrived after him.

      “Clear this corridor! Find me Kaspar!”

      “Yes, sir!” replied the guards in unison. “Everyone, return to your workstations. Out! Now!”

      The two guards manhandled the scientists, yanking them away from the glass window before forcing them down the hallway. Wagner was now alone, his head tilted to the side in wonderment. A set of double doors opened to his left, grabbing his attention. Dr. Kaspar emerged with a distraught look on his face. Wagner immediately turned to him and demanded answers.

      “What’s happening?”

      “An accident. They were working with the delivery vessels for your next operation, and one of the workers allowed the container to fall on the floor. It ruptured and the sarin escaped.”

      Wagner looked around the corridor, and then his eyes darted around the aluminum frames holding the glass in place. “Is it contained?”

      “Yes.”

      Wagner turned back to view the stricken scientists, who were desperately pleading for help. “What can be done for them?”

      “Nothing. They will slowly die.”

      Wagner stepped closer to the glass, giving its frame one last look as if to be sure it was safe. The thick glass blocked the three scientists’ screams of despair and agony. One had dropped to his knees and stared at Wagner, his arm outstretched as if he were reaching for a lifeline. He wouldn’t be getting one.

      Wagner was mesmerized. He had to watch.

      His mind wandered back to his days as a child. One might say it started out innocently enough. The curious undertakings of a young boy. Only, most who encountered Wagner didn’t know the blood that coursed through his veins. The history of his grandfather and what he’d been capable of had been hidden from their acquaintances outside of Odessa.

      Was it possible to pass along a genetic trait that gradually turned an innocent child into a sadistic killer?

      His parents always encouraged their only son to play outdoors. He’d built his first tree fort all by himself, pilfering lumber from nearby construction sites. When he was alone, he’d capture insects and play with them. However, Daniel Wagner’s form of play was different from the other kids’.

      He’d pull a wing off a dragonfly and watch as the bug tried in vain to escape. Soon, insects weren’t interesting enough, so he preyed on other winged creatures like sparrows he’d captured using mesh netting he’d thrown over them. Broken legs, clipped wings, and other forms of mutilation intrigued him.

      Until it didn’t.

      He caught mice and squirrels in traps. He’d lure cats from nearby homes or racoons out of the woods with a tasty portion of tuna snuggled into animal traps he’d found near a neighbor’s garbage cans.

      He truly enjoyed torturing and experimenting on small mammals because they were vocal about their pain. He thrived on their suffering. When most sane human beings would have nightmares at the dying animals’ squeals, Wagner imagined what some other types of creatures might sound like in similar circumstances.

      As he grew older, his proclivities for torturing animals didn’t change. They only became more sophisticated. As he grew old enough to help his father around their farm in Argentina, Wagner was given access to the chemicals necessary to operate the equipment and control weeds or vermin. In other words, a variety of poisons.

      He returned to his favorite victims—small mammals. Instead of using his father’s tools to maim and observe, he used the chemicals to poison. He’d mentally record how a cat would react to ingesting rat poison, somehow considering it to be karma for the reign of terror the cats inflicted upon the field mice.

      Dogs were untouchable, however. Never dogs. He loved dogs.

      He didn’t love blue-eyed, fair-skinned Emilia Havarti, the nearby farmer’s daughter who showed no interest in him although he was clearly enamored with her. Emilia had a boyfriend, a local Argentina kid named Andrés Fernandez. That just wouldn’t do as far as Wagner was concerned.

      His first inclination was to test the poisonous pesticides out on Emilia. But, to the adolescent young boy who was finding his sexuality, that would be a waste of a valuable resource. You see, he’d learned her habits. He knew when she woke up. When she got ready for bed. When she showered.

      He’d used his experience of hanging around local construction sites, climbing trees, and moving with the swift quiet of a deer to practice his surveillance skills. The inhabitants of the Havartis’ remote residence didn’t concern themselves with privacy or modesty. Emilia learned from her mother there was no need to cover themselves when in the confines of their home. It was their safe place.

      Except it had become Wagner’s private viewing room.

      No. Emilia Havarti and her family would always be untouchable, like Wagner’s beloved dogs, because they were a source of pleasure for him. But he would not tolerate her hanging out with the local Argentinian boy. That was a big no bueno.

      With an intense resolve and sense of purpose, Wagner befriended Andrés. He showed him how to play in the woods. He even introduced him to his tree fort, which had expanded and become more complex over the years. Wagner introduced his new pal to some of the goodies out of his father’s liquor cabinet, including Malort, a Swedish liquor the elder Wagner choked down from time to time. Malort, which literally meant moth herb, was the Swedish word for wormwood. The bitter liquor tasted like ass in young Daniel’s humble opinion. However, it was potent, and a buzz could be easily achieved.

      Wagner had experience with a pesticide his father had used in their apple orchard. As he plotted the demise of Andrés Fernandez, he recalled the singsong warning his father had taught him when he was first introduced to the contents of the chemical shed. Following the old-school rhyme “A is for Apple,” his father had taught him this little ditty:

      
        
        A is for arsenate, lead if you please. Protector of apples against archenemies.

      

      

      Andrés Fernandez was certainly an archenemy, and therefore he’d be fed a healthy dose of the pesticide made of an arsenic-laden lead-arsenate compound.

      After Andrés acquired a taste for the Malort, Wagner began to gradually mix in the arsenic compound to feed the boy. Over a period of several days, poor little Andrés got an upset tummy coupled with cramps and diarrhea. His parents took him out of school, and one day, the last day, they went off to work after their son assured them he’d be fine. Besides, he knew his friend Daniel would stop by to check in on him since he was homeschooled and would be around all day.

      Daniel had just the thing to make his sick friend feel better. A few shots of Malort would make you forget all about that stomachache. Andrés agreed, and the two boys were drunk by eleven that morning.

      Andrés was dead by five thirty that afternoon when his parents returned home from work.

      There was no trace of any visitors. The extensive vomit on the boy’s bed and on the floor reeked of stomach contents, and therefore the faint odor of the Malort was masked. Daniel was contacted by the parents to ask if he’d checked in on their son, but he said he’d been too busy and was truly sorry. That night, after Daniel performed his evening ritual of spying on the Havarti women, he retreated to his tree fort and finished off the bottle of Malort.

      “We will not be able to enter the laboratory for some time.”

      Wagner heard Kaspar’s voice but didn’t comprehend it as his mind had wandered down memory lane. “What?” was all he could respond.

      “The BSL. It is contaminated and will have to remain sealed until the air filtration can safely filter the sarin out. The bodies will begin to decompose, so we must seal off this viewing area. It will have an unfavorable emotional effect on the staff.”

      He stared at the men in the lab. Their hands were around their throats and holding their chests as they gasped for air. The sarin was causing them to asphyxiate due to the nervous system’s reaction to the nerve agent. Fluids began pouring out of their mouths, and they began to violently vomit.

      Wagner winced as the bodies convulsed uncontrollably in unison. The twitching became a spastic jerking as limbs and legs, shoulders and head shook like they were possessed. The sarin was causing them to suffer bronchospasms, the process of the bronchial tubes contracting, making it impossible to breathe.

      The most disconcerting aspect of the death process was the SLUDGE—an acronym for salivation, lacrimation, urination, defecation, gastrointestinal distress, and emesis, a fancy term for puking. If there was a way for the human body to excrete fluids, it was now happening to these former cherished scientists of Odessa. But in less than ten minutes, they were all dead.

      Wagner’s phone vibrated in his pocket. With a final glance at the dead, he walked down the corridor.

      “Yes?”

      The call had come in from Hexane, Odessa’s extensive team of computer experts, who not only conducted surveillance, but they were black-hat hackers capable of disabling or disrupting computer networks around the world.

      “Sir, our facial-recognition software has picked up on the three American operatives you asked us to monitor.”

      After Wagner had learned of the failure of his two hit teams sent to assassinate the Americans and the nemesis of Odessa, von Zwick, he was furious. He contacted Hexane and put out the global equivalent of an all-points bulletin. He wanted the computer analysts to monitor hospitals, planes, trains, and any other location with video camera surveillance or internet connections to find them.

      “Where are they?”

      “They arrived at the Baku Airport thirty minutes ago.”

      “Track them! I want to know what kind of car they’re driving. Where are they staying? Trace every step.”

      “This has been done already for you, sir. I will message the current data to you.”

      Wagner smiled and nodded his head in approval. Hexane was one of Odessa’s greatest assets and the brainchild of Derek Jorgensen.

      “I will watch for it. Where are they at this moment?”

      “The British embassy, sir.”

      “Thank you. Keep me informed.”

      Wagner set his jaw. He’d take care of these meddlers himself. He sent a group text to his top three operatives, who’d asked to remain in Baku to monitor the activities at the U.S. Embassy. He instructed them to meet at the monument of Nicola Tesla, the famed Serbian inventor, in the park dedicated to him in one hour. It was halfway between the American and British embassies.

      He stopped by the weapons room to retrieve silenced sidearms for his team. They’d make this quick and quiet.
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        U.S. Embassy Grounds

        Baku, Azerbaijan

      

      

      Gunner, Cam and Bear gathered under the white temporary tents with the FBI investigative team dispatched from Quantico, Virginia. They were part of BRAG, the Bureau’s Bioterrorism Risk Assessment Group. Over the last decade, there had been a demonstrated willingness and capability by terrorist groups to acquire and employ biological weapons. During any investigation, it was not always easy to discern whether the incident was natural or the intentional release of a chemical agent. BRAG was designed to coordinate investigative efforts between the Bureau and the CDC, as well as other agencies.

      An older, white-haired man with wire-rimmed glasses approached Gunner. He was wearing the signature navy-blue jacket with the letters FBI emblazoned on the back in gold. He introduced himself.

      “I’m Frank Carlson, deputy assistant director assigned to BRAG. I received a communication from the Pentagon to allow you access to our investigation. What’s your interest in this?”

      Gunner immediately liked Carlson. He was no-nonsense and got right to the point. Although their investigation had national security implications, Gunner assumed an FBI deputy assistant director of anything could be made privy to this.

      “We’re investigating the missing cargo of a sunken German U-boat that may have been carrying some type of nerve agent.”

      Carlson squinted and lowered his eyes as he studied Gunner and his fellow operatives. Then he burst out laughing. He leaned into Gunner as he spoke. “Nazis? You’re joking, right?”

      Gunner didn’t take offense to the man’s reaction, as he probably would’ve said the same thing if the circumstances were reversed.

      “We’re not sure if it is necessarily Nazi related. The missing canisters were first seen on the sunken wreckage of a U-boat off the coast of Puerto Rico. I went down there myself. The problem is that someone else salvaged the canisters before we did.”

      “Who?”

      “That’s what we’re investigating. Our leads have taken us to Berlin and then to Northern Germany, where a history professor compiled a ton of evidence that we’re assessing now.”

      Carlson was still skeptical. He stood a little taller and waved his arms around at the massive response organized by Washington. “Do you think there are still Nazis around capable of pulling off something like this?”

      “Obviously, not actual Nazis because they are all dead. It might be terrorists who follow their ideologies or maybe another group using them as cover.”

      Carlson grimaced and shook his head. “No, I’m afraid you might be looking in the wrong direction. All signs, at least from what we’ve learned thus far, point to the Iranians and, more specifically, Hamas.”

      “Wait, are those two speaking again?” asked Cam.

      “Lately, anyway,” replied Carlson. “The Ayatollah reached an accord with the political supremo of Hamas. Very few people know that Hamas is primarily a Palestinian Islamist movement, but a significant number of their core sympathizers are from Shiite communities in Northern Iran.”

      “That’s close enough to stage an attack,” added Bear. “What are we talkin’ about from here to the border? A hundred fifty miles?”

      “Less,” replied Carlson. “The ability to travel across the Caspian Sea without being challenged by the nearly nonexistent Azerbaijani Navy makes infiltration into the city even easier.”

      Gunner was anxious to move the conversation along. He was beginning to sense his internal clock ticking toward another attack.

      Carlson continued. “Let me say this for starters. While this was not the deadliest chemical weapons attack in history, it’s the largest against Americans. Throughout my career, I’ve focused on case studies ranging from the Iraqi bombing in the ethnic Kudish city of Halabja that killed five thousand to the use by Al-Assad during the second Syrian Civil War that killed countless thousands. This attack was different in that it was not a warlike setting and the deployment of the nerve agent was well planned.”

      “Is Hamas capable of this?” asked Gunner.

      Carlson grimaced. “That’s the thing. Their operatives aren’t polished. Plus, they like to point their guns in the air and celebrate when they’re successful, literally and figuratively speaking. There’s been no claim of responsibility. No tooting of horns. No chatter picked up by the NSA. Silence.”

      Gunner glanced around the building and ducked slightly to see the various structures adjacent to the embassy complex. “What do you have in the way of security footage?”

      Carlson nodded and stepped away from the group, speaking as he went. “That’s the other thing that puzzles me. We’ve identified eight men admitted to the embassy who held themselves out as an HVAC repair team. They all wore caps pulled over their faces and were disciplined enough not to look directly into security cams. Of the eight, from the best we can tell, only one was of Middle Eastern descent. And we’ve got him. Sort of.”

      Cam’s face lit up. “You captured one of them?”

      “No, we discovered his body in the utility room where the heating and air units were located. He was exposed to the nerve agent, but the cause of death was blunt force trauma to the skull. His head was bashed in with the open jaws of a pipe wrench.”

      “They killed their own,” mumbled Bear.

      “Or there was a struggle with the facility’s manager. We found his body on the basement level. He’d been bludgeoned to death with a screwdriver.”

      Gunner asked, “It appears you have murder weapons. Have you been able to process them for prints?”

      “Nothing confirmed. Our forensic team tells me the murderers may have been wearing nitrile gloves for both protection and to conceal their fingerprints.”

      A young man approached. “Deputy Carlson, may I interrupt for a moment?”

      Carlson excused himself and walked away from the group. Gunner huddled with Cam and Bear.

      “Guys, from what I’ve heard so far, this was not a Hamas operation. They’re crude, brutal operators who love to throw bombs or fire RPGs into schoolhouses. Unless this particular faction has someone with the expertise to not only plan, but to gain access to a secured U.S. Embassy with the bioweapons to kill everyone inside, my money is on somebody else.”

      “But they found a body,” countered Bear. “Carlson said he was Middle Eastern descent.”

      “How convenient, right?” asked Cam rhetorically. “Think about it. The only person killed and left behind might have been Iranian. I’m anxious to study the video footage or still shots from the security cams.”

      “He’s coming back,” warned Bear.

      Carlson returned and handed a manilla envelope to Gunner. “Photographs from the embassy security system’s hard drive. These are our best available images of the terrorists.”

      Gunner pulled out the black-and-white photos and studied them one by one before handing them over to Cam. He looked up to Carlson when he finished. “Not much to go on, is there?”

      “No, unfortunately. We’re just getting started, though. I’ve got field agents canvassing the surrounding businesses and residences. We’ll pull all the footage we can. Also, the locals are searching every square inch of the city.”

      Gunner chuckled. “Yeah, we know. They’re, um, aggressive.”

      “Yeah, that they are. They’re trying to impress Washington. Anyway, those images are for your benefit. I’ll keep you posted on what we learn, and I trust you’ll do the same.” His trained, steely eyes studied Gunner for a response.

      “Yes, of course,” Gunner lied.
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        Near the U.S. Embassy Grounds

        Baku, Azerbaijan

      

      

      Wagner received a text message from Hexane that contained the images of the Gray Fox team walking through the Baku airport upon arrival. He disseminated the text to his three operatives and ordered them to fan out around the British embassy. The Hexane cyber squad also identified the make, model, and color of their rental car. Within minutes, the rental car was confirmed to be parked behind the security fencing at the British embassy, but none of the three Americans had been seen milling about the surrounding grounds.

      Like the other international embassies in Baku, the Brits had locked down their complex, and therefore, neither Wagner nor his operatives would be able to find an excuse to enter and continue their search. His next stop was the U.S. Embassy.

      The four men spread out and walked the two main streets that led to the proverbial scene of the crime. Wagner was still tired but determined as he led the march up Azadliq Avenue until they were only a block away.

      With an imperceptible nod, he ordered his operatives into the wooded park adjacent to the embassy. On a normal August afternoon, Americans would be sitting around the marble fountain, eating a sack lunch or sharing Starbucks coffee from the nearby 28 Mall. It would’ve been a little taste of home for the diplomats in a strange, foreign land.

      Today, the park was filled with news media comparing notes and curious onlookers who had to be near the center of the action. For Wagner, it was an opportunity for him to have cover as he approached the embassy parking area where the investigative teams had set up shop.

      He assigned quadrants to each of his operatives to cover. While he presumed the Americans were still dressed in the clothes shown in the photographs, he reminded his team to look closely at every American in the crowd of investigators. If they were unsure, they were to covertly take a picture of the individual and forward it to him. If he couldn’t make a determination, he’d forward it on to Hexane for analysis.

      Wagner stood alone, scanning the bevy of Americans who were working the scene. All were focused and rarely spoke to one another. He studied every face, looking for similarities to the trio shown in the security pictures. He’d gotten frustrated with the Hexane analysts because they were unable to identify the Americans through facial recognition compared to existing databases.

      The three operatives were ghosts, much like himself. There was no trace of their existence. Not military. Not civilian. No driver’s license. Not even a passport. The fact that they walked the face of the Earth, ever, would be disavowed by the American government, and any other nation, for that matter. Nameless, faceless people whose life consisted of a job performed for love of country. Just like him.
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        * * *

      

      Gunner scanned the photos provided by Carlson into his cell phone and delivered them to Jackal. He instructed the Den to enhance the images and return them to each of their phones in Baku.

      Serial arsonists were known to stand near the burning structure after they’d successfully fulfilled their needs. Oftentimes, the act was a means of getting attention, so they stood and watched the structure burn, basking in the heat and the energy of the others watching the building ablaze.

      Terrorists were not that different. Like arsonists, they were attention seekers. The act of killing innocent people made them feel powerful even though it was a truly cowardly undertaking. Most terrorist organizations used the attack as a recruitment tool to their ranks or ideologies. They immediately issued videos claiming responsibility and promising to inflict more terror on their adversaries. FBI studies have shown that oftentimes the terrorists remain in close proximity to where the attack took place so they could feel the pain and angst of their victims.

      Gunner didn’t know what kind of terrorists initiated this attack, but he felt in his gut they were a far cry from what most would expect. In his mind, until someone proved him wrong, he was dealing with soldiers, not terrorists.

      The hit teams that had followed them across Northern Germany were professionals. The gear and tactics they’d used at von Zwick’s house were not that different from the ones he would employ, although he would’ve performed more reconnaissance before attacking. Clearly, the eight-man team who’d killed the hundred-plus employees of the U.S. Embassy were far more sophisticated than the usual suspects.

      Yet, despite their presumed level of sophistication, there was always the chance human nature would draw them back to the embassy to observe the aftermath. For that reason, although it was the wrong one, Gunner focused his team’s efforts on scanning the crowd, hoping to catch a glimpse of the terrorists. Gunner called it the luck factor. Lord knows I’ve been plenty lucky in my life.
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        * * *

      

      The hunter had become the hunted and vice versa. The two seasoned operatives from different backgrounds and certainly from different ends of the good-versus-bad spectrum searched their surroundings. Both had a gut instinct their adversary, an enemy neither had met, much less crossed paths with, was nearby.

      Gunner and Wagner exuded a presence everywhere they went. It was an energy footprint larger than the average man. If one were to believe every human being exuded an aura, a distinctive atmosphere surrounding a person, then the footprint left on planet Earth by each of these two men was ten times the norm.

      Like two magnets sitting on a slick tabletop, itching to collide with one another, Gunner and Wagner searched the bustling activity around the U.S. Embassy.

      Gunner was drawn to the tall chain-link fence separating the embassy compound from the woodsy park adjacent to it. The concertina wire was wrapped in its ribbonlike swirl across the top, designed to keep intruders out. But the fence was not capable of preventing people from seeing one another.

      He stepped closer to the fence, not realizing that simultaneously, Wagner was doing the same. Subconsciously, Wagner lowered the bill of his cap to obscure his face even more. The slight movement caught Gunner’s eye. It was a deliberate motion taken by someone who didn’t want to be recognized, kind of like pretending to scratch the side of your head when walking through a shopping mall or quickly putting on your sunglasses even though a cloudy day didn’t warrant it.

      Gunner pushed by a group of CDC personnel, who mumbled at him for the rude intrusion. He moved quickly toward the fence. The man he’d picked out of the crowd seemed to notice Gunner’s approach. He slowly reached across his body with his right arm as his hand extended into his jacket.

      Gunner’s hand slipped to his side and pushed his shirt out of the way to reveal his sidearm. He grabbed the grip and started to pull it out of the holster when a commotion could be heard at the entrance of the embassy compound. He averted his eyes for a second.

      Just a split second in time, yet long enough for him to lose his focus. He searched the group of people, who were all looking toward the front gate of the embassy. The man he’d seen in the ball cap was gone.

      Then gunshots rang out. He drew his firearm and raced toward the gate. Chaos ensued within the compound as frightened people collided with FBI agents, who ran toward the source of the gunfire, weapons drawn, searching for the gunman.

      Gunner arrived after several of the agents did, and he immediately holstered his weapon. Cam and Bear came racing up to him from the rear.

      “Did you get one of them?” she immediately asked.

      “No, not me,” he replied. He craned his neck to get a better look. “I don’t know what happened. That’s a kid lying on the street.”

      “I’ll find out,” said Bear, who shoved his way through the investigators until he reached the gate. A minute later, he returned with a report.

      “So?” asked Cam.

      Bear sighed as he explained, “Idiots. Their military is out of control. This kid was selling pretzels and pastries on the street. One of these trigger-happy dumbasses thought he had a gun in his hand. Three shots to the chest. Incompetent fools.”

      Gunner turned back toward the park and looked for the man in the ball cap. He hadn’t gotten a good enough look at him to identify any facial features. His reaction was based purely on instinct, so he debated whether it was worth chasing after the man.

      So he let it go.
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        * * *

      

      Wagner messaged his team and instructed them to meet him back at Tesla Park. He’d seen his target face-to-face. He had been ready to draw his weapon and take the shot even though there were people and chain-link fencing preventing a clear shot.

      Then came the distraction. Unlike his adversary, he never took his eyes off the target. Eyes on the prize, he’d always said. However, in the split second he had to think about it, his brain, like a high-speed microcomputer, analyzed the ramifications of his shooting the American.

      Even if he was successful, any operator worth his salt would tie the shooting to the failed hit in Germany. Then it was easy enough to tie both of those to the embassy attack. Why else would all the parties be in the same proximity?

      Wagner had pulled back to protect the overall mission. There was no need to compromise the bigger picture for the sake of taking out the American operatives who’d been chasing their tails around Europe. He was proud of his decision to walk away, and he mentally patted himself on the back as he arrived at the monument honoring Tesla.

      The present is theirs. The future is mine, right, Nikola?
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        We do not fear the unknown.

        We fear what we think about the unknown.
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        The Den

        Fort Belvoir, Virginia

      

      

      “Welcome back,” said Ghost with a smile as Gunner was the first to arrive for what portended to be a daylong briefing complete with guests. “Did you get some sleep?”

      Gunner nodded and gave his mentor a thumbs-up. “Truthfully, I crashed seconds after takeoff from Camp Bondsteel.” Camp Bondsteel was one of the largest U.S.-built military bases in Europe. Occupied by U.S. forces in addition to those from five Eastern European nations, the nearly thousand-acre base in Kosovo served as the headquarters for the multinational task force designed to keep the Russians in check.

      “We have lots to discuss, and by the end of the day, I’ll be ready to brief the president.”

      “Jackal told me we’ll be gathering in the large conference room. That means outsiders, right?”

      Ghost motioned for Gunner to take a seat. As he did, Cam and Bear arrived together. After exchanging greetings with the head of Gray Fox, they settled into their chairs to learn what the day had in store for them.

      “As I was about to explain, I have to brief the president, his chief of staff, and the national security team tomorrow at oh eight hundred. Just like us, they’re gonna be looking for any connection between the discovered U-boat and what happened at the embassy.

      “Of course, as is always the case, the White House is going to expect me to whip out the crystal ball and tell them what’s supposed to happen next.”

      “Politicians have no clue,” mumbled Cam.

      “That’s true, but presidents, regardless of background, aren’t very receptive to I don’t knows or I’ll get back to yous.”

      “Who’s coming in today?” asked Gunner.

      Ghost leaned forward in his chair and slid three briefing booklets to his team. “Jackal has prepared these outlines for you. The materials were too voluminous to provide you hard copies of everything, so you’ll need to access the server through your secured portals. The information on the server will be supplemented by materials brought to us first by Professor Kala Bale from William & Mary. Later, we’ll be briefed by Dr. Harper Randolph and Dr. Li Kwon from DARPA.”

      “A full day,” commented Cam.

      “Yes,” agreed Ghost. “I’m very anxious to hear from our resources. Professor Bale plans on providing credible background on the U-boat, and Dr. Randolph has identified our chemical agent.”

      “So you know?” asked Cam.

      “It’s been confirmed as sarin,” Ghost replied. “It has some interesting traits that she’ll explain when they arrive just after lunch. In the meantime, let’s head to the conference room so we can bring each other up to speed. As you’ll see, Jackal has practically moved in there. I’ve had to force her to leave the building to go home. One night, security notified me she went to her car, watched me drive away, and then returned right back into the building. How can I dress her down for that?”

      Bear laughed. “Just don’t let her operate any heavy machinery.”

      “Or go to the weapons range,” added Cam.

      Ghost nodded in agreement and then shrugged. “I’ll say this for Jackal. Her mind is as sharp as a tack, and she’s got a really good handle on what appears to be a hell of an international network. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      Ghost led the trio through the operations center, down a long corridor, to a set of double wooden doors that were locked shut. He had to use a keypad entry coupled with fingerprint and retina recognition to gain access. He held the door open for the operatives to enter. Once inside, their mouths fell open in amazement.

      “Holy shit,” Cam uttered aloud, expressing her thoughts on behalf of the rest of the team.

      “There’s no way she’s been sleeping,” said Bear. “Or there are half a dozen Jackals workin’ ’round the clock.”

      “Hi, everybody,” she greeted from the other end of the room. She immediately turned her attention to Gunner. “I told you this ER would be complicated.”

      “No kidding.” He turned to Cam and Bear. “Crazy, right?”

      “Is all of this based on what you learned from von Zwick’s research?” asked Cam.

      “Yes. Plus what we’ve uncovered on our own. I’ll be modifying this throughout the day as we meet with Kala and Harper. Everything you add to the discussion will be included.”

      Gunner shook his head in disbelief. “How the hell are we supposed to make sense of this?”

      They all paused their conversation to take in their surroundings. Except for three audio-visual monitors mounted on the wall behind Jackal, the entire room was covered with photos, copies of newspaper clippings, maps, and dossiers interconnected by red yarn-like string held in place by white pushpins. Lending the appearance of a hub-and-spoke visual display, there were several places where a single white sheet of copy paper with a large black question mark appeared in the middle. Many strings led to the pages indicating the unknown.

      Jackal addressed these pages first. “You can’t help but notice that we have a lot of blanks to fill in. Some of that will occur today with our guests. The rest can only be done through further investigation and field research. I will say that we know exponentially more thanks to your efforts than we did before you left for Berlin. Professor von Zwick was incredibly thorough with what he had to work with.”

      “What about the U-boat?”

      Jackal paused before responding. She’d just received a text message on her phone. She held the device up in the air. “As a matter of fact, that’s security. She arrived early, so I need to step out to escort her through the building. I’ll let her explain when she arrives.”

      While Jackal was away, Gunner asked Ghost if there was any new news from the FBI investigation in Azerbaijan. Ghost provided the team the details on how the attack had been carried out. They’d also confirmed the identity of the Middle Easterner involved whose body had been found dead in the utility room. Amir Azizov was a known mercenary whose nationality was formally listed as Azerbaijani although his parents were both of Turkish descent. He’d worked for numerous terrorist organizations around the world, including Hamas during a brief stint in Gaza. However, Ghost was not willing to agree with the bureau’s conclusion that he was acting on behalf of Hamas or Tehran in any capacity.

      Jackal returned with Professor Bale, who exchanged greetings with the group. Everyone got settled around a long conference table that Jackal had been using as a work desk. She cleaned it off to make room for everyone to look at materials as they were passed around. Ghost had secured a security clearance for Professor Bale so she could be privy to the entire research compiled by the Den. Having access to the resources enabled the professor to reach her conclusions much sooner than expected.

      Professor Bale took the floor, first handing out packets of materials to everyone in attendance. The materials included vintage photographs of U-boats and their pens located along the Atlantic Seaboard of Europe.

      “By my count, there appear to be around fifty German U-boats that remain unaccounted for. In the late seventies, Navy officials took the position that unless a U-boat like the one discovered in the Puerto Rico trench happens to show up, they were no longer going to actively search for the wreckage.

      “That position didn’t change even with the discovery of U-869, dubbed U-who, sixty miles off the coast of New Jersey in 1991. It took six years and numerous dives to the site, including missions that resulted in the deaths of three divers, before the submerged wreckage was positively ID’d. This particular wreckage was interesting because prior to its discovery, it was reportedly sunk off the coast of Gibraltar in February of ’45.”

      Bear laughed. “Somebody missed that call.”

      “There might be a logical explanation, Bear,” said Professor Bale as she continued. “While German Navy documents were detailed in their description of where submarines had been upon return, the technology of the day did not allow for the accurate tracking of where they went. Radio communications were often brief, done in short spurts to avoid detection. Most records of activities came from logs kept on the ship.

      “That brings me to the fifty subs unaccounted for. The paperwork made available to me reveals the areas where they were officially assigned, but there’s no way to know if they actually remained there. As the war began to wind down, recordkeeping became sketchy, and any secretive, off-the-books missions weren’t recorded. However, through a stroke of luck, an identifying mark on this U-boat managed to survive many years of wear and tear from the surrounding ocean.”

      Professor Bale pointed to the logo depicted in the photos taken by the submersibles. “You are looking at an actual photo of der lachende Schwertfisch, the laughing swordfish, that I believe Dr. Li previously identified.”

      “That’s right,” said Bear.

      “Through our research, I’ve been able to confirm that this symbol was assigned to a specific U-boat stationed at the 11th Flotilla in Bergen, Norway, known as Bunker Bruno. Its designation was U-1226.
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      “Here’s what’s interesting about U-1226. We have records indicating this Type IXC was dispatched from Bunker Bruno with a relatively unseasoned, inexperienced captain at the helm named Claussen. Only days after it departed on its patrol mission in the North Atlantic, it reported a malfunction its schnorchel, a U-boat’s underwater breathing apparatus. The captain was never in contact again, and U-1226 was presumed lost. The vessel’s last radio contact from the base was to immediately return with its snorkel in the upright position. At the time, the U-1226 was three hundred twenty-seven nautical miles south of Iceland.”

      “Several thousand miles away from where we saw her wreckage,” interjected Cam. “You have to wonder why the commander would ignore a direct order to return to base. The Nazis weren’t very tolerant of those who disobey orders.”

      “I believe the Mayday was a ruse,” replied Professor Bale. “I can’t say with certainty why the U-boat sank. I’ve had experts examine the photographs of the wreckage, and taking into account your own observations, the sub was in remarkably good condition. It’s possible some other type of malfunction took place.”

      “Okay, now that we know about the U-1226, what about its cargo?” asked Ghost.

      “In this case, the proximity of Norway and Bunker Bruno to a chemical weapons facility at Riems Island, Germany, is important. Although it was frowned upon by Chancellor Hitler, the Nazis continued to pursue bioweapons in case he changed his mind about their use.

      “Dr. Kurt Blome was part of Himmler’s inner circle. He was a virologist placed in charge of the bioweapons research at Reims Island off the northern coast of Germany.”

      Jackal interrupted. “You guys probably flew right over it during the extraction.”

      Professor Bale continued. “The Riems Island facility was barely fifty miles from the southern coast of Sweden. Based upon transportation records we reconciled with archived materials requisitions ordered by Dr. Blome, we believe the bioweapons were manufactured, tested, and stored in the canisters at Riems Island. They were either transported by ship through the straits separating Denmark from Sweden and directly to Bunker Bruno. Or via ferry to nearby Copenhagen and then via rail to Norway’s west coast where Bergen was located.”

      Gunner sat up in his chair and glanced at Ghost. “Does she know what was produced yet?”

      “No, but I can disclose that now,” he replied before turning to Professor Bale. “It was sarin.”

      The young woman furrowed her brow and nodded. “That makes sense. Sarin was basically a nerve agent created by German scientists. It would be a likely candidate.”

      Gunner asked another question. “Now that we’ve confirmed sarin was the nerve agent that killed the people on board the Sea Searcher I, can you look through the records related to Riems Island and come up with a quantity produced?”

      “I can, but there’s no way of saying with certainty because there may have been more sent out on a separate vessel. We have, however, reconstructed the internal layout of the U-1226 cargo hold and estimate the number of canisters at just under a thousand. If you pass that on to a scientist familiar with sarin, they might be able to provide you an estimate.”

      “We will,” said Ghost.

      “One other thing,” Bale continued. “I’ve included in your materials some detail on the ratlines we discussed during our first meeting. Because of my early work researching the Vatican angle, much of what you’ll see relates to the Nazi Party’s relationship to the Catholic Church.”

      Gunner immediately thumbed through the binder to the tab marked Vatican. “Thanks, Professor.”

      “Do we have anything else to discuss?” asked Ghost.

      “No, sir. I’m here and available for questions or to clarify my findings.”

      The conversation continued, but Gunner leaned back in his chair, stunned by the revelations from Professor Bale. Toward the end of the war, some high-ranking Nazi Party officer, probably Himmler, was preparing to set off a shitstorm as a last-ditch effort to save his beloved Third Reich. Instead, the U-boat sank and, except for luck, would’ve been lost forever.

      But how lucky was it? Some group had pounced on the wreckage with a coordinated effort to salvage the sarin-filled canisters. Then, with lightning speed, they announced their presence to the world through a modest attack compared to the mass-casualty event the lethal sarin was capable of inflicting.

      Yet they didn’t reveal themselves. They hadn’t asked for anything or demanded any type of payoff or recognition of their cause. They hid in the darkness, waiting for another opportunity or, worse yet, planning something much larger.

      The Gray Fox team had struck a nerve by going to Berlin and following the trail to Professor von Zwick. Their mere questioning of Professor Brandt and the mention of von Zwick’s name warranted dispatching an eight-man hit team to kill them.

      Gunner suspected more bullets would be flying soon. That might’ve happened in Baku the other day if not for fate. In that parking lot, surrounded by dedicated Americans investigating the deaths of their innocent countrymen, his instincts told him to get ready for a fight. His enemy was close, yet invisible.

      His mind wandered as he tried to imagine where these people, whoever they were, would strike next. The targets were limitless, and their solid leads were few. It was time for him to take a walk and follow Jackal’s miles of red yarn to get some answers.
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      Welcome to Concrete. The giant letters were painted across a battery of nine-story-tall cement silos as visitors approached the tiny town located in rural Washington state in the heart of America’s Pacific Northwest. The oversized greeting was also a cinematic artifact, painted on the side of the cement plant silo for the 1993 filming of This Boy’s Life, a film starring Robert DeNiro and Leonardo DiCaprio. The film production crew had greatly outnumbered the sparse population of seven hundred. It was an otherwise obscure tiny town with a single claim to fame.

      Daniel Wagner had sent an advance team to Concrete two days prior to make all the logistical arrangements. The tiny town would soon see an influx of visitors for the Cascade Days Festival, an annual event celebrating the town’s love of the great outdoors. In addition to the typical events found in small-town America, like parades, kids’ activities, and a watermelon-eating contest, Cascade Days would also bring lumberjacks from around the Pacific Northwest to participate in chainsaw-carving competitions, tree-climbing races, and logrolling events.

      Years ago, a division of Knight Gruppe had purchased a subsidiary of Portland Cement that operated a plant just outside town on Lake Shannon. It was a legitimate business that had generated a nice profit for the international conglomerate. However, an economic downturn caused a slowdown in the demand for concrete products. This was followed by a trend toward using mobile concrete plants that were more flexible and easier to transport, rendering stationary facilities like the one in Concrete obsolete. As a result, the plant was shut down and largely abandoned.

      That was when it took on the nickname the Devil’s Tower. The abandoned complex, which included a seven-story-tall concrete mixing structure overlooking the entire facility, had fallen prey to young people who’d trashed the interior of the buildings and painted graffiti throughout. Large parties were held there, drawing teens and young adults for miles, in which drugs were taken and drunken brawls were encouraged.

      Over time, the hollowed-out remains of the cement plant had been consumed by the forest. Trees and vegetation overtook the structure, and it was now covered in moss in many places. It was also taken over by something else.

      The Atomwaffen.

      Similar in ideology to the Nordkreuz in Germany, the Atomwaffen was considered to be a small group of extremists who hoped to use terroristic violence to collapse America’s government and to further advance their racist goals.

      The word atomwaffen could be loosely translated to mean atomic weapons in German. With cells across America, mainly in Washington, Texas, Florida, and Virginia, their numbers had grown far beyond the eighty to a hundred presumed by organizations like the Anti-Defamation League and the Southern Poverty Law Center. This was the case because the Atomwaffen differed from their German counterparts, the Nordkreuz, in this principal respect. They were funded and guided by Odessa via Wagner.

      Wagner learned early on those affiliated with Nordkreuz were nothing more than miscreants who wanted to cause trouble and pilfer valuables in the process. The Atomwaffen were true believers in the ideological goals Odessa espoused. Their brand of national socialism, achieved through the breaking down of society, would lead to a race war, after which they intended to construct a new society based upon Nazi Party political principles.

      Despite their name, they did not have access to atomic weapons. They were adept at using violence and terror to instill fear in their direct targets as well as society in general.

      Wagner’s first steps in taking control of the loosely formed Atomwaffen organization was to install his trained operatives into the positions of leadership. In essence, he bought his way in. Once that was established, with anyone who resisted eliminated, he set about recruitment. Social media was the best method of reaching young men and women who shared their Nazi beliefs.

      Those who were the most committed were then encouraged to join various branches of the United States Armed Forces to obtain access to weapons and combat training while staying underground. Once their enlistment was over, they were incorporated into the Atomwaffen cells with a paid salary and other benefits.

      Wagner also strictly enforced the silence required of the Atomwaffen’s members to continue being a part of the organization. “We are not braggarts,” he’d admonished his top lieutenants at an early meeting at the Devil’s Tower that became the central meeting location for the Atomwaffen. “There will be no published videos or posts claiming responsibility for our activities. This leads to evidence for the FBI. If we stay off their radar, they won’t be in our business.”

      On several occasions, Wagner heard an FBI spokesman state the FBI does not and will not police ideology, but they will investigate the criminal activities of extremists. Over time, Wagner proved to the Atomwaffen, whose actual numbers totaled nearly ten thousand, that the results of their operations were sufficient to advance their cause. Their silence ensured the ability to conduct the next operation.

      With the embassy attack dominating the news, Washington’s expected knee-jerk response was to focus their intelligence efforts on protecting other embassies and consulates around the globe. Wagner had bigger and better plans right here in America.

      Concrete, Washington, was logistically perfect for the next phase of Odessa’s escalation of terror. The town was barely fifty miles from Canada across the rugged terrain of Mount Baker and Mount Shuksan. Wagner could easily smuggle his operatives into the States without fear of border patrol guards or roadblocks.

      In addition, Concrete was within fifty miles of the obscure, rarely used ports located in Bellingham, Washington. The Department of Homeland Security focused the bulk of their monitoring efforts on the high-profile ports located from Los Angeles to Portland to Seattle. The Bellingham Shipping Terminal was often used by Wagner to smuggle in shipments of weapons and other assets used by the Atomwaffen in their terrorist activities. Furthermore, the terminal manager was on Odessa’s payroll.

      Wagner arrived in Bellingham via Alaska Airlines under a false passport. He immediately traveled to the port to supervise the offloading and transport of a single shipping container that slipped through customs following hefty bribes to underpaid DHS agents. While the town of Concrete was bustling with activity in preparation for their Cascade Days Festival, Wagner and his band of Atomwaffen were busy preparing and planning for the single largest terrorist attack on American soil in history.

      To date, anyway.
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      “This is our target,” began Wagner as he addressed his sixteen top operatives, who’d be on the ground when the attack occurred. He pointed to a portable projector screen displaying images from a slide projector connected to a laptop. The Power Point presentation was being run entirely off electricity supplied by a portable generator sitting outside the concrete shell of the former administrative offices of the concrete plant. Once Wagner’s team had been dispatched to their respective duties, the remnants of the facility would be scrubbed of any evidence of their presence.

      “That’s the 49ers stadium in San Francisco,” commented one of his top lieutenants.

      “Santa Clara, to be exact,” Wagner quickly corrected. “Levi’s Stadium is located on the southernmost end of San Francisco Bay. It’s been home to the Super Bowl and the NCAA National Championship. Thursday night, it will be the location of the NFL’s opening game between the Seahawks and 49ers.”

      “They’ve really hyped the game up,” added the lieutenant, who was clearly a football fan. “The halftime show is gonna be like the Super Bowl. You know, lots of pyrotechnics, hotties shakin’ what they got.”

      “Hotties are good,” commented one of the men. The back-and-forth devolved into something akin to locker-room talk about the female anatomy until Wagner broke it up.

      “Gentlemen, focus. We intend to give them, and the world, a halftime show they’ll never forget.” He turned to the laptop and switched the screen to an image of the halftime presentation during Super Bowl 50.

      “When the game was played in early 2016, it followed an ISIS suicide bombing outside a stadium in Paris. As was always the case, governments overreacted and focused all of their resources on stadium security, just like they’re doing now after the U.S. Embassy bombing.

      “My team has studied every aspect of the security measures installed for the Super Bowl. This game, while hyped by the media, will not have anything near the security of a Super Bowl. In fact, with information found on the internet, we know everything from manpower levels to security cam locations.”

      “Are we going in?” asked one of the operatives who had special forces training courtesy of the U.S. Army.

      “No, that’s the beauty of it. The entire operation is hinged on prepositioning of assets and infiltration of the pyrotechnics company. We will, however, be using our advanced weaponry and special operators to seal off the stadium exits.”

      “Blocking them inside?” asked one of the men.

      “That’s correct. We will be deploying a biological weapon at Levi’s Stadium similar to the one used in Azerbaijan. To achieve maximum success, we must maintain maximum exposure for those inside. Locking them down by whatever means necessary in a coordinated attack will see to that.”

      “RPGs?” asked one of the men.

      Wagner nodded as he switched the screen to the stadium’s seating plan, which also revealed the stadium’s gate locations obtained from the team’s website. “You can see that each of the six primary gates, labeled A through F, are located equidistant from one another around the stadium. At the precise time, our two-man RPG teams will fire a single round directly into the façade over each gate.

      “As you can see, each of these gates sold out to corporate interests. Here is Gate A, sponsored by Intel. Gate F, located just down Tasman Drive, is sponsored by Toyota. As part of the sponsorship arrangement, advertising structures were built over the entryway for fans to walk through. I thought it would be symbolic to tear these down using the rocket-propelled grenades, effectively sealing off the exits for panicked occupants of the stadium.”

      “What is the deployment vessel?” asked the former Army Ranger.

      “We have a primary and a less effective backup,” replied Wagner. “The team assigned to deploying the primary method of dispersal is already in place. The family-run operation that conducted the Super Bowl 50 pyrotechnics show will be producing the special effects for this one. The explosions are not the method of delivery, but only cover for the RPG attack.

      “Before the performer begins her show, fans will be released onto the field to lend a concert-like appearance. We’ve learned that as the show begins, smoke and liquid fog will be released from under the stage to hype up the fans. This liquid fog has a tendency to linger along the ground initially before it spreads upward into the sky.

      “We infiltrated Hart, the production team who creates the performers mega-structure and pyrotechnics show. The liquid fog will be supplemented with sarin nerve agent. This company, Hart, is proud of the experience it provides the fans. We’ve obtained their minute-by-minute playbook for the halftime show. With this information, we’ll be able to confirm the release of the sarin nerve agent, and as the fireworks start during the performer’s opening song, we will commence firing the RPGs on the six gates.”

      The former Army Ranger looked around the room. There were half a dozen more men than necessary to initiate the RPG attacks. “What’s the backup plan?”

      Wagner turned to a group of four men who were not Americans. The former members of the Norwegian Navy Special Warfare Group had carried out the mission to steal the sixteen-ton underwater observatory in the Baltic Sea. Their task would be difficult, but using their expertise, Wagner was confident in their success.

      “We have transported an underwater observatory to San Francisco Bay. It has been retrofitted to include eight underwater lift balloons designed to raise the vessel from shallow water to the surface. These balloons are filled with a sarin compound.

      “Since 9/11, the skies above any sporting event are heavily patrolled by local law enforcement choppers, with U.S. Air Force jets on standby in the event of a hijacking in the area. These salvage balloons will not be suspected until it is too late.”

      “How will you guide them?” asked the operative who was most knowledgeable about football. “At their old stadium, Candlestick Park, players complained about the unpredictable winds coming off the bay.”

      “We’ve studied the data on this. Several things were learned during our scientific team’s research using the USGS website and Windy, a computer app allowing real-time analysis of wind speed and direction. Despite the close proximity of the two stadiums to the water, being on the south end of the bay is a benefit to the Levi’s location. There is less humidity, and the temperatures are six to ten degrees warmer. Further, the wind is substantially less and more predictable. In ascertaining the proper sarin compound mix, and the timing of the release, all of these things have been taken into account.

      “There will be two snipers positioned to fire upon the balloons as they drift over the top of the stadium. Because the sarin compound is heavier than air, it will fall initially, coating the occupants in the upper levels. The sarin deployed as part of the performance will hover near the ground before winds sweeping through the stadium cause the nerve agent to swirl.”

      He turned to his laptop and initiated a series of slides showing the windsocks located at the top of the stadium and on the field during a game the previous season. They revealed the wind swirl through the interior of Levi’s Stadium in a cyclonic motion.

      After the slides worked their way through to the last one, Wagner turned off the PowerPoint presentation by slamming the laptop shut. He turned to his men.

      “Security officials have initiated what they call layered defenses, a series of overlapping measures designed to thwart potential attacks. They are primarily focused on hassling their own fans with deterrent measures like pat-downs, metal detectors, and bag checks.

      “Throughout the stadium complex, they rely upon undercover police, bomb-sniffing dogs, camera surveillance, and crowd-control measures. Frankly, these measures are designed to prevent the lone-wolf gunman or the bomber wearing a vest—both of which are prepared to commit suicide. We don’t commit suicide. We are soldiers who enter battle to win and then move on to the next battle.

      “The only way their security measures can prevent us from succeeding is if we are sloppy or lose our focus. If every one of you does his job efficiently, and quietly, we will not expose ourselves to the sarin or the scrutiny of law enforcement.

      “I will take your questions, and then it will be time for us to get on the road.”
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      Like Professor Bale, Harper and Kwon arrived at Fort Belvoir early. Ghost escorted them into the conference room while Jackal answered the Gray Fox team’s questions about the entity-relationship model she’d developed.

      “The only way I knew to create this monster was to start at the beginning,” she explained. “I had the benefit of Kala’s notes before she arrived today because I had a lot of gaps to fill in, especially as it related to the ratlines.” She pointed at a three-foot-by-five-foot map with lines drawn in various colors originating in Germany and stretching as far away as South Africa.

      “Did her research point to any particular part of the world where the Germans emigrated to after the war?” asked Cam.

      “She and I actually collaborated on that one because I had access to government records that would’ve taken her many months to find. Immediately after the Armistice was signed, the Allies—France, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and the U.S.—divided up Germany in order to begin the reconstruction.

      “However, the first goal was to achieve security, so they began arresting people whom they believed to be a potential threat. We arrested one hundred fifteen thousand. The Brits, a hundred thousand. The French only arrested twenty thousand. However, it was the Soviets that caused panic across Germany, as well as in Washington, London, and Paris.

      “Out of the one hundred twenty-two thousand arrests made, nearly half either died in Soviet internment camps or were executed. Despite the West’s objections, the Soviet internment program continued until 1955.

      “This resulted in a mass exodus of Germans out of the country. Most legally came to America, while others sought European countries similar to their own, like Austria, Switzerland, and Poland. Then, as we’ve discussed before, South America was attractive because of its similar geography and climate to their native Germany.”

      “And the Nazis?” asked Bear.

      “All over, but the vast majority of them landed in South America. Those who made their way to Rome, Syria and Northern Africa eventually emigrated to Brazil or Argentina.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Dr. Harper Randolph and her partner at DARPA, Dr. Li Kwon. Everyone got reacquainted and then settled around the conference table to allow the Virus Hunters to bring them up to speed.

      Harper took the floor. “Initially, based upon our investigation of the deaths on the Sea Searcher I and historical knowledge of chemical weapons production by Nazi scientists, we presumed the nerve agent to be sarin or a sarin compound. Our chemical analysis confirmed this as being a perfectly constructed compound of C4H10FO2P.” Harper shook her head and rolled her eyes before she continued.

      “Aw, shit. Sorry, I wasn’t showing off. I’ve been so wrapped up in this thing that I forgot my audience. It’s just some nasty shit.”

      “How nasty?” asked Cam. “It’s been lying on the ocean floor for eighty years or so.”

      Harper replied, “Remarkably, the purity and potency of the sarin was as if it had been produced recently. The titanium containers held up under intense pressure and corrosive surroundings.”

      Kwon added, “It was the potency of the sarin that resulted in the death of everyone on board the ship. Even the slightest contact resulted in ingestion and death. It is a tremendously efficient killer.”

      “How does it kill, technically speaking?” asked Cam.

      Harper responded, “While sarin is unique in potency, it is not in mechanism. By that, I mean there are other drugs, pesticides, poisons, and even toxic plants that work in the same way. Generally speaking, these are known as cholinesterase inhibitors.

      “The nerves in our body communicate with one another by releasing chemicals called neurotransmitters. The amount of any particular type of neurotransmitter helps determine whether a nerve fires or not.

      “Nerve agents like sarin alter these neurotransmitters. You can look at the sarin as inflicting a kink in the lines of communication. The nerves still instruct our bodily functions to do the things they normally do, but with altered speed and frequency.

      “These neurotransmitters are like common bees who die after they sting. When the bee stings, it can’t retract its stinger. It not only leaves behind the stinger but also part of its digestive tract and muscular system, resulting in its death.

      “After the neurotransmitter sends its signal, an enzyme comes along and destroys it as part of the process. However, nerve agents like sarin block those enzymes. For example, when a neurotransmitter sends a message to produce tears because your eyes are dry, if the enzyme doesn’t destroy the neurotransmitter, your eyes will continue to water uncontrollably.

      “What you have to consider is that the human body is a very complex machine, an organism, that relies upon all aspects of its parts to hit on all cylinders to function. The introduction of a powerful nerve agent like sarin throws the body into circuit overload. It forces the neurotransmitters to overreact.”

      Harper paused as Cam raised her hand. “What does it look like?”

      “Death?”

      Cam nodded.

      “First, our smooth muscle functions and normal body secretions ramp up. The nerves to those areas keep firing, yelling go, go, go! The nose runs. The eyes pour out tears. The mouth drools and then vomits. The bowels and bladder evacuate themselves repeatedly until bile is actually secreted. And all of that occurs in the first ninety seconds to three minutes. And it’s just the beginning.

      “The victim will have no idea what is happening to him. Sarin has no smell or taste. The odorless, colorless gas or liquid, either one, then begins to attack the body’s internal organs. The victim’s chest tightens, making it difficult to breathe. Vision blurs until partial blindness occurs. All of this is followed by severe convulsions, paralysis and eventually death.”

      “When?” asked Gunner. “How long after exposure?”

      Harper replied, “Depending on the level of exposure, one to ten minutes.”

      “Jeez,” groaned Bear.

      “Well, even if the exposure was not great enough to kill them, they still could face the risk of permanent damage to their internal organs as well as their brain. Remember, neurotransmitters are an integral part of brain function. In fact, pharmaceutical cholinesterase inhibitors are used in the treatment of dementia patients with Alzheimer’s disease. Some of the brand names you might recognize are Cognex and Razadyne.”

      Gunner leaned back in his chair and studied Harper. She impressed him with her ability to explain complicated science in layman’s terms.

      He asked, “What can someone do if they’ve been exposed to sarin?”

      Harper delivered her response with an unemotional, serious look on her face. “Run from the source, get naked, and jump in the swimming pool.”

      For a few seconds, everyone at the table seemed puzzled by her response, unsure whether to question her sanity or to laugh out loud. It was Bear who broke the awkward silence.

      “Hey, that sounds like my kinda party!”

      With that, everyone but Harper and Kwon began to laugh. Gunner turned his attention back to Harper and noticed she hadn’t joined in. Then she made eye contact and shot him a slight smile.

      “Okay, perhaps that was in poor taste under the circumstances,” she said finally. “However, you will never forget my advice, will you?”

      Cam nudged Bear with her elbow. “He won’t, that’s for sure. You have no idea how many times in the future he’s gonna use sarin exposure as an excuse for getting naked.”

      Kwon, who remained stoic throughout the laughter, explained, “With sarin, fresh air and higher ground is your friend. Because sarin is heavier than air, it will sink to low-lying areas. It’s best to get above the cloud. If you’re exposed to a liquid form of sarin, then you need to cleanse yourself as quickly as possible.”

      “Naked and in the pool, right?” asked Bear with a smile.

      “Well, for starters,” replied Kwon. “A shower with soap would be better. Also, rinse your eyes to prevent blindness.”

      Gunner stood to stretch his legs. His back was still bothering him from time to time as a result of the tussle with the other diver at the U-boat wreckage. He addressed Kwon. “I understand you’re ex-military.”

      “SEAL Teams.”

      “Were you guys ever issued RSDL kits?” RSDL was an acronym for Reactive Skin Decontamination Lotion. It came in a flat, tear-open package and was used to remove or neutralize chemical warfare agents from the skin.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Not while with the Air Force, but we packed them in our kits on a mission to Syria. Glad we did, right, guys?”

      Cam nodded and explained, “We were in Ghouta outside Damascus to flush out Russian operatives. We ran into a cloud of some nasty shit. The RSDL saved our asses that day.”

      Bear chimed in, “With this sarin floatin’ around, I’m gonna stock up as soon as this briefing is over.”

      Harper continued. “Listen, deploying sarin in a civilian setting or on massive scales will be catastrophic not just in terms of loss of life but also the impact it will have on America’s psyche. We’ve been through a lot of crap in recent years, and the last thing our nation needs is to be constantly looking over their shoulders for a gas cloud or in their water glass for something that might kill them.”

      “Roger that,” agreed Bear. “How can they deploy this stuff?”

      “There are many methods of dissemination,” replied Kwon. “For starters, there’s indoor air, which is most likely what happened in Azerbaijan. We spoke to our colleagues at the CDC before our arrival. All of the evidence points to a sarin deployment via the air handlers. And, to ensure the terrorists’ success, they manipulated the fire-suppression system to soak the occupants of the embassy. What would normally be a plausible response to an air deployment actually compounded the victims’ problems.”

      “It can also be aerosolized,” added Harper. “This is both an indoor and outdoor method of introducing sarin into confined surroundings. If outdoors, the most likely method will be liquid spray, aerosol, or as a vapor.”

      “What about the water supply?” asked Jackal.

      Kwon nodded. “Absolutely. Food can be contaminated as well, both at the growing stage and during the packaging process. If sarin is released into the air as an aerosol near farms, the agricultural products being grown will be permanently contaminated.”

      “To sum up,” began Ghost, “they can come at us in any of a number of ways, and the sarin could be absorbed into our bodies by inhalation, ingestion, skin contact, or even through the eyes.”

      “With ingestion being the least common method of absorption, but still possible,” Harper added.

      Now it was Ghost’s turn to get up and wander the room. “Guys, I have to brief the president and his national security team in the morning. Is there not a way to narrow the possibilities down?”

      Harper shook her head. “Pardon the pun, but the sky’s the limit. If we are correct in our assumptions regarding the U.S. Embassy, the terrorist organization responsible for this has vast resources and capabilities. They could choose any of these methods of dissemination, or all of them.”

      Gunner succinctly laid out their priority. “Then, as you guys at DARPA like to say, we have to focus on left of boom.” In military terms, left of boom refers to the moments before an explosion or attack, a period of time when their focus was to avert a crisis, not react to it.

      “Okay, let’s talk about left of boom,” said Ghost.
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      “The problem with left of boom is we have no confirmed suspects other than the ghosts of Nazis past,” lamented Cam.

      Jackal sat up in her chair and rested her arms on the table as she made eye contact with all the attendees. “Okay, it’s my turn, and I hope you understand, Harper and Kwon, I’m not some conspiratorial nutjob. I firmly believe we need to focus on this Odessa theory. That the Nazis escaped Germany in order to create a revitalized Reich.”

      “You know I respect you, but I have to question if that’s even possible,” countered Bear. “I mean, they’re all dead.”

      “True, but their offspring live on,” Jackal explained her position. “Think about the first attack on the World Trade Center. It took place in 1993. Those Islamic terrorists were not deterred and showed patience as they planned for a second attempt in 2001. We know how that turned out.”

      “But nearly eighty years later?” questioned Bear.

      “Hatred doesn’t die with its leader,” Gunner said matter-of-factly. His words had a profound effect on the room as everyone pause to consider their meaning.

      “Perhaps they were waiting for the right opportunity to show themselves,” added Ghost. “A rebirth, so to speak. Rising from the ashes to strike out at their enemies. America. Maybe England and France.”

      “Exactly,” said Gunner. “Besides the usual Middle Eastern terror suspects, a group like Odessa, if they are truly organized and funded, would have motive to attack Western interests.”

      “Are you thinking revenge?” asked Cam.

      “Sure,” Gunner said with a shrug.

      “Or that might be another angle,” Harper interjected. “Consider this for a moment. The Nazis rose to power in Germany, in part, because of demographic upheavals following the Spanish flu of 1918 through 1920.

      “Europe was looking to recover from World War I and it gets socked in the mouth with influenza, the originally designated H1N1. Germany was especially hard hit with large death tolls, profound economic dislocations, and political uncertainty.

      “This combination resulted in a shock to the system, so to speak. It all came during a time when Germany was experiencing a rise in nationalist political movements that sought to reverse a move toward international economic and political linkages.”

      “Globalism,” interjected Jackal.

      “Exactly. After the Spanish flu burned itself out, the national socialist party began to form under the influence of Hitler. In fact, years later when elections were held in 1933, the dislocation of the German populace to less-effected parts of Europe due to the Spanish flu, coupled with the many deaths, had a strong relationship to the number of votes Hitler’s party received. As a result, he became chancellor, and the rest is history.”

      “The pandemic brought about regime change to bolster the socialist movement,” commented Gunner. “It almost happened here.”

      “Right,” said Harper. “I’m suggesting that it doesn’t necessarily take a pandemic to cause upheaval in a nation’s political system. It can also happen through the use of terrorism. Based upon Jackal’s calculations, Odessa, or whoever is in control of the sarin, has the ability to attack America in a variety of ways. Not only could they potentially kill millions, but they could destroy confidence in our critical infrastructure, law enforcement, and government institutions.”

      “The whole country could sink into economic and societal collapse,” said Gunner.

      Ghost summed it up. “One of the goals of terrorism is to destroy the public’s sense of security in places familiar or otherwise perceived as safe. When they feel unsafe, they look to government to protect them. If government fails, then the system loses the confidence of the people and you have upheaval.”

      “You see?” asked Jackal rhetorically. “This is why it all makes sense. Look at my ER. I’ve connected the dots. There have always been strong ties to Nazi Germany in all aspects of the United States government. Operation Paperclip, the secretive program carried out by Army CIC, brought thousands of scientists, engineers, and technicians from the Reich into America. Literally thousands!

      “It doesn’t stop there. Large parts of Wall Street and our financial sector have been controlled by families who once supported the Nazis, including the Rockefellers. Heck, ancestors of the Bush family remained on the boards of directors of Nazi shell corporations even after they were exposed.” Jackal was passionate as she spoke, her fiery Italian heritage leading the charge as she continued.

      “When the war ended, Washington reached across the Atlantic like a greedy child wanting the fries off a sibling’s plate. They pulled as many fries out of Germany as their paws could hold, the consequences be damned. The result was a stronghold of former Nazi sympathizers in this country who got a pass because of their technological skills. Just because they got new jobs paid by different employers didn’t mean they’d abandoned their old ideologies. They just kept them hidden from view.”

      Kwon studied Jackal and nodded his head in respect. “You believe Odessa is real and they are out there plotting as we speak.”

      “Abso-damn-lutely.”

      Ghost set his hands on the table and clasped them together. “Every terrorist organization needs funding. The attack on the U.S. Embassy was planned and executed with remarkable speed. That can only be accomplished by a group with extraordinary resources, both in terms of personnel and monetarily.”

      “Which takes us back to the original task,” added Gunner.

      “Follow the money,” he and Jackal said in unison, resulting in the group laughing.

      She continued. “Our analysts are still researching that. We have two things to go on. One is the present events. Namely, the canister salvage mission and now the U.S. Embassy attack. We know they’re connected, so we have to take every morsel of evidence and cross-reference them. We also have von Zwick’s research and the pile of dead bodies left behind in the woods.”

      “Dead bodies?” asked Harper.

      Cam replied, “Um, yeah. During our investigation, we were being stalked by two hit teams. I believe they were tipped off by the professor we interviewed in Berlin.”

      Ghost elaborated, “They had no identification. No prior criminal history. In fact, their prints turned up nothing on the FBI or Interpol databases.”

      “Did you try the BND?” asked Kwon. The BND was the foreign intelligence service of Germany.

      “Yes, but they haven’t responded yet,” replied Jackal.

      Kwon thought for a moment before making a suggestion. “Try KSK. German special forces. They’re no different than we are. Nonexistent. Disavowed. Unofficial. You pick the word.”

      Gunner sat up in his chair. “Do you think the German government ordered a hit on us?”

      Kwon replied with a theory. “Maybe you were getting too close to something they were hiding?”

      “Or they were former KSK,” Cam thought aloud. She turned to Jackal. “Can you run that angle?”

      “I will.”

      Kwon had another idea. “If they were former KSK, then it’s possible a similar team was used for the embassy attack. The logical line of thinking corresponds to Jackal’s powerful argument that a group of Nazi ideologists may be behind all of this. They’d only trust their own.”

      “Which also explains why it was an Azerbaijani with ties to Iran left behind for dead at the embassy,” said Gunner. “Sure, he was a form of planted evidence. But also, he wasn’t one of them. Nazis were all about purity of race. I can’t imagine they’d take a mercenary into their group who was probably of Turkish or Iranian descent.”

      “Agreed,” said Kwon.

      Ghost was pleased with the brainstorming session. “Okay. Okay. Good work. We have an unsub, as the LEOs like to say. Until someone claims responsibility for the embassy attack, it’s our most logical lead. Harper, Kwon, please provide me some logical targets and methods of attack to provide the president. My guys, this is just a hunch, but I think I need you in South America running down the families of these escaped Nazis. You know, shake the trees. Rattle some cages. See who sticks their head out of a hole.”
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      That daily briefing in the Situation Room started like any of the others Ghost had attended in the past. He arrived as always with a military escort, who led him into the West Wing, where he marveled at the level of activity for the early, seven a.m. meeting. The Secret Service officer checked his credentials. A member of the medical team checked his temperature and then swabbed his nasal passages, a practice made permanent due to the continuous threats of infectious diseases spreading around the planet. Then he waited his turn to enter the Situation Room.

      The watch officer, Colonel Pete Hawkins, approached him an hour later. He was jovial, yet professional, as always.

      “Greg, how’s your shootin’ these days?” The native Texan, who’d been an acquaintance of Ghost’s for many years, always referred to him by his legal name—Gregory Smith. He was unaware of his code name, as was the rest of the world, including Ghost’s wife.

      “Rusty as hell. If I don’t get out there and practice, Virginia will take away my CCW.”

      Colonel Hawkins chuckled and leaned into Ghost to whisper, “I hear they wanna do that to everybody. They’re on this gun-control bandwagon, much like the man in the Oval.”

      Ghost changed the subject. In his line of work, he knew the walls could have ears, literally. President Taylor was known to be paranoid of his surroundings and those he met with. There were only a select few within his administration he truly trusted.

      “How’s he taking the embassy attack?” asked Ghost.

      Hawkins patted Ghost on the back and gestured for him to walk alongside as they made their way to the elevator that would carry them to the ground floor of the West Wing, where the Situation Room was located. He replied as they walked.

      “I’d describe it as pissed and puzzled. Naturally, no president wants something like this to happen on their watch. The loss of life is bad enough. The political fallout pisses him off. Mostly, he’s puzzled and confused by the Iranian connection. He’s bent over backwards to appease those assholes. He’s lifted sanctions and released prisoners in exchange for paltry concessions. All in an effort to normalize relations.”

      “So they’ll love us, right?” asked Ghost facetiously.

      “You got it. It’s never worked before, and it’ll never work in the future. Somehow, these presidents think they have the magic wand to wave over the heads of our haters to turn them into friends.”

      Hawkins spoke to the duty officer guarding the elevator often used by the president, to confirm Ghost had been cleared. They arrived at the entrance to the Situation Room and Colonel Hawkins asked Ghost to wait for a moment. He chatted briefly with the watch officers stationed outside the Situation Room before they turned their eyes back to the triple monitors scanning the hallways of the ground floor. Finally, it was Ghost’s turn to address the president and his national security team.

      He entered to more than a dozen set of eyes assessing him. These people had spent most of their careers in Washington, and like human nature, they’d grown accustomed to sizing up any potential opponent. It was a town in which you had to remain on guard or you’d be eaten alive by the creatures who inhabited it. Ghost knew this and had psyched himself up for the challenge.

      The Situation Room wasn’t a room per se. It consisted of a suite of offices and conference rooms located under the West Wing. There were workstations scattered throughout the space, filled with watch desks, computer displays, and partitions.

      The public’s perception of the Situation Room was what was portrayed on television or the occasional White House photo op disclosed to the media—the imagery of a command center with the long oak table and the clocks ticking indicating time zones around the world. For all its hype and media references, it was simply a large conference room to the left of the entry. The real work of the national security team in the event of a crisis took place in the cubicles. However, the discussions and decision-making took place in the conference room.

      The president didn’t always attend the daily briefings held in the Situation Room. Mostly, updates from operations were gathered from military, diplomatic, and intelligence resources around the world. If a matter warranted it, representatives of these various national security divisions of the U.S. government, like Ghost, would be asked to provide senior members of the president’s team further details. They would, in turn, brief the president.

      On those rare occasions when POTUS appeared in the Situation Room, the staff would respectfully stand. President Taylor was known to arrive announced for the sole purpose of saying hello to a particular attendee he hadn’t spoken to in a while.

      The general public had no idea the federal government employed over two million people. Even with the higher echelon of government agencies, including the Congress, there were thousands of personnel who made important decisions for America. It was not unlikely that a two-term president, having spent eight years in office, didn’t even know the names of these personnel or lawmakers, much less met them. Yet, in some cases, the president was held strictly accountable by the media for their actions.

      President Taylor was a recluse. He relied heavily upon his chief of staff, Remy Weber, to filter out the unnecessary, in his mind, superfluous information, in order to boil down an issue for the sake of simplicity.

      The attack on the U.S. Embassy in Azerbaijan was more than a breaking crisis. It had global geopolitical implications, and politically, it needed to be handled properly, as the president was already starting to gear up for his reelection run next year.

      Ghost broke the ice and spoke first. “Good morning, Mr. President. Everyone.”

      “Welcome, Colonel, um, Mr. Smith,” replied Chief of Staff Weber, the president’s mouthpiece for most occasions. “My apologies, Smith. In your line of work, you are no longer referred to by your previous military rank, am I correct?”

      “Yes. That’s correct, Mr. Weber.”

      Weber motioned for him to sit at the far end of the table. “We’re anxious to hear you elaborate on the materials provided by your staff in the PDB.” The PDB, an acronym for the President’s Daily Brief, was a daily summary of high-level information and analysis on national security issues produced for the president. Compiled and analyzed by the office of the Director of National Intelligence, it was also distributed daily to key cabinet members and advisers.

      “Then I’ll get right to it,” said Ghost. He didn’t want to spend any more time in the Situation Room than he had to. Jackal and her assistants had worked round the clock to prepare their insertion into the PDB after Ghost reviewed it. He was confident it was thorough, but he also realized it might raise questions by the president.

      “Please do,” said President Taylor, speaking for the first time.

      “Mr. President, based upon our investigation that began prior to the embassy attack, we believe there is a connection between the recovery of canisters filled with sarin nerve agent by an unknown team of divers and the bioterror event in Baku. Further, we believe that the group behind the attack may not necessarily be Hamas or any Iranian-sponsored terrorist cell. We believe it’s entirely possible that this group is planning another attack. A bioterror threat, possibly on American soil.”

      The president began to thumb through the tabs of the three-inch-thick PDB binder. “Who is this group you’re referring to. Wait. Odessa? Why haven’t they been on our radar before?”

      The chief of staff interrupted. “Because, sir, it’s farcical. It’s a previously debunked conspiracy theory about Nazis being resurrected from the dead or some such.”

      Ghost was stunned by Weber’s statement. At the very least, his tone of voice was unprofessional and mocking. At most, it pissed on countless hours of research by his team, not to mention the pursuit of intelligence that almost got his Gray Fox operatives killed.

      The tone and tenor in the Situation Room was about to change dramatically.
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      Ghost didn’t think much of Weber’s insinuation and especially didn’t appreciate him for diminishing his team’s efforts. He bristled inside, but outwardly, he remained as calm as he was when he walked in the door. Ghost hadn’t risen to his level of importance within America’s dark ops apparatus by showing his cards. He chose to address the president directly.

      “Mr. President, our operatives in the field as well as our analysts have developed a working theory, much like the FBI would, to identify possible perpetrators of the attack on the U.S. Embassy. In the course of our investigation, we’ve uncovered evidence of a connection between the sarin nerve agent canisters on the U-boat wreckage and the sarin used in the embassy attack.”

      Before the president could comment on Ghost’s statement, Remy Weber became combative, adopting a prosecutorial approach to the discussion. As a result, a noticeable tension filled the air as the other attendees sat back and watched.

      “Mr. Smith, we don’t have time to engage in conspiracy theory, especially those promulgated by outfits like QAnon on social media chat boards. This whole idea of Nazis escaping Germany with plans of a Fourth Reich and whatnot belongs in books of fiction, not the daily briefings of the President of the United States.”

      Ghost stood firm. “Mr. Weber, our investigation is ongoing. It’s only been days since the embassy attack. However, the evidence we’ve compiled and summarized for you in the PDB cites sources and is thoroughly footnoted. I can—”

      Weber interrupted him. “You are wasting valuable time and resources. You should be sending your people into Iran to interrogate Hamas. Maybe you should determine who manufactured the sarin, hmm? Have you discarded the notion of Syrian involvement? Also, how do you know the sarin used in Baku is the same as you supposedly found on the bottom of the ocean? I read that only one canister was recovered. How do you even know it came from the depths of the deep blue sea and wasn’t part of a plot aboard that ship, hmm? Have you analyzed the chemical byproducts to determine if the sarin is military grade or some kind of home-brewed concoction full of trace impurities?”

      Weber was clearly agitated. His rapid-fire questions revealed a lot about him. He was prepared for Ghost’s presentation, and these were preplanned attacks on his team’s report. All of them were meant to destroy his credibility in the eyes of the attendees.

      Rather than respond to his question, Ghost intentionally paused. For one, he wanted to see if the overbearing chief of staff was finished with his interrogation. Second, Ghost wanted the man’s open hostilities toward him to permeate the room. His own calm demeanor would stand in stark contrast to Weber’s outburst.

      “All of the issues you raised are valid and under further investigation. We are dispatching a team to follow up on all leads, including actionable intelligence of a possible South American connection, including Argentina.”

      Weber shook his head but didn’t respond.

      The president took an opportunity to ask a question. “Mr. Smith, based upon what you know so far, do you think this group, whoever they are, plan to strike again in the near future? If so, where?”

      Ghost was glad to be speaking directly with President Taylor again. “Mr. President, I am suggesting the Secretary of State issue an ALDAC to increase security and to carefully screen all outside personnel entering their embassy compounds.” An ALDAC, short for the distribution list to All Diplomatic and Consular posts, was an urgent cable sent over the Secretary of State’s signature, issuing enhanced security measures to be implemented, among other classified matters.

      The president shrugged and looked to his chief of staff for affirmation. “I don’t see anything wrong with that under the circumstances, do you?”

      “No, Mr. President. I’ll let State know.”

      Ghost continued. “In addition, Mr. President, we suggest you raise the current FPCON level from Bravo to at least Charlie.” Signs posted on U.S. military installations around the world state the Force Protection Condition, or FPCON, at which that particular location was operating. For example, green, or normal, indicated there was no known enemy or threat. The current level, as Ghost stated, was yellow, or designation Bravo. This meant there was an increased and predictable threat of terrorism. A move to orange, or Charlie, would warn everyone within the military facility of an imminent threat of terrorism.

      “Whadya think, Remy?” asked the president, who rarely made any decision without Weber’s approval.

      “I would have to defer to the Joint Chiefs, sir. Making the move from Bravo to Charlie has a sizable impact on base operations. The installation will strictly enforce control and entry. All vehicles will be searched. Purses and bags will be searched. Normally accessible parking areas will be closed based upon their location. HESCO barriers and such will need to be deployed. It’s a tremendous undertaking considering, I might add, that we have no evidence of an imminent threat other than a presumption there’s more sarin out there.”

      The president turned back to Ghost. “Anything else?”

      Ghost had saved the next suggestion for last. Based upon the interaction with Weber, he engaged in a brief inner debate as to whether he should continue. In the end, he did his duty regardless of the anticipated tongue-lashing.

      “Mr. President, at present, the NTAS indicates no current advisories. We suggest an advisory be issued to at least elevated if not intermediate.” The National Terrorism Advisory System had replaced the previous color-coded terrorism threat levels used by the Department of Homeland Security. The NTAS used three primary terrorism threat levels—elevated, intermediate, or imminent.

      Weber exploded. “Good grief. Absolutely not. Mr. Smith, we were attacked in Azerbaijan, of all places. It’s half a world away and just happens to be in the backyard of Iran. I cannot advocate scaring Americans with absolutely no credible threat of an attack. There’s nothing in the PDB that indicates one is imminent, much less in the planning stages.”

      Ghost tried to respond, but Weber continued.

      “We don’t take these things lightly, and when an advisory is issued, it can’t be based upon conjecture. Details have to be provided, like geographic region, mode of transportation, critical infrastructure threatened, and what protective actions are being taken to ease the minds of the public. People will demand to know what their government is doing to stop the threat and what they should do to protect themselves. A blanket advisory, even at the elevated level, garners media attention, who will demand details. I can’t sign off on this at all, Mr. President.”

      The president looked at Ghost, who remained stoic throughout Weber’s beratement. “Mr. Smith, we’ll take your suggestions under advisement. Our thanks go out to you and your team for this report. Please keep my chief of staff abreast of any new findings.”

      Ghost had been dismissed. He stood, thanked the president for allowing him to present their findings, and made his way out the door. Once in the hallway, he was given back his cell phone, and one of the watch officers escorted him to a waiting vehicle that drove him to his own car. As he rode alone in the back seat, he replayed the entire briefing over and over again in his head.

      He pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket and sent a brief text to Jackal.

      Ghost: Do some digging on Remy Weber. Eyes only.

      Jackal: Yes, sir.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chief of Staff Remy Weber concluded the briefing thirty minutes later after a roundtable discussion of Ghost’s suggestions. He successfully convinced the president to follow his course of action, which included issuing the ALDAC to the embassies but not initiating the elevated threat levels under FPCON or the NTAS at this time.

      Weber was aware of what Derek Jorgensen’s targets were. The last thing he needed was Washington putting in place enhanced security measures to get in his way. He knew that would be changing very soon anyway, but the next strike by Odessa would set many things in motion.

      He returned to his office in the West Wing, closing his door in the face of his secretary, who’d planned on trailing him into his office. He reached into his pocket for the key to his desk drawer that remained locked when he wasn’t there. He pulled out a cell phone with security encryption installed on it. Like Ghost, he, too, sent a text. It was to Derek Jorgensen.

      Remy: Sie kommen.

      They’re coming.
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      Wagner paced the floor from one interconnected suite to the other on the top floor of the Hyatt Regency Santa Clara. The hotel was the tallest building in close proximity to Levi’s Stadium and provided him a bird’s-eye view of the surrounding area.

      Like a football team that relied upon a head coach, multiple assistant coaches, and a field general, the quarterback, Wagner had picked the best available to fill the roles necessary to manage a terrorist operation of this magnitude. It would be one on a scale never seen before in history. This day had been feared by the world’s intelligence agencies and law enforcement personnel for many decades.

      Despite their enhanced security measures and contingency planning, they always made one incorrect underlying assumption. They were focused on Middle Eastern or Islamic terrorist groups as the likely attacker. They’d boxed themselves into a single narrative, and they adjusted their defenses accordingly. They never contemplated the kind of professional operation that could only be undertaken with the expertise and skill of nations like China, Russia, and America.

      They’d met their match with Odessa. And when it was over, they would insist they’d never rest until they found those responsible. This didn’t worry Wagner in the least because they’d be looking in the wrong direction. Just like in Azerbaijan, he’d see to that.

      The sofas in the connecting suites had been moved against the walls, and the two dining tables had been brought into a single room overlooking the Santa Clara Golf & Tennis Club to the east. To the southeast of the Hyatt was Levi’s Stadium, and to the north was the deepest of the salt ponds managed by the Cargill companies adjacent to the southernmost portion of San Francisco Bay.

      Hexane had sent their best cyber team from Berlin to prepare the suites to be Wagner’s base of operations. Like the ESPN television producers sitting in a portable building near the stadium, Wagner had arranged before him dozens of television monitors stacked on top of each other against the wall. Hexane had easily hacked into the network feed, providing Wagner access to all of the cameras providing footage for the worldwide broadcast.

      In addition, in the other suite, Hexane had created a monitoring station for the stadium’s security surveillance system. Access to the MSA Security servers that surveilled the most technologically advanced sports venue in America was more difficult. Through their expert hackers, they breached the servers’ firewall and were able to observe the entire stadium complex through the eyes of its security personnel.

      The Hexane team had additional tasks beyond surveillance. Many of the fans attending the games utilized the seventeen hundred high-tech beacons that were used to give people directions to their seats as well as sending them special alerts about concession stand promotions and security instructions. A smartphone and tablet app guided users throughout their entire experience from the time they entered the parking lot to locating the shortest line in the bathrooms.

      MSA had installed an emergency alert warning system to be issued to fans in the event of a developing mass-casualty event. Hexane, upon Wagner’s direction, was prepared to disable the smartphone app. During the darkness of the halftime show, many fans in the upper levels would be unaware of what was happening at the field level. Wagner needed them held in place long enough to deploy the sarin-filled balloons over the stadium. Seconds mattered, which was why he’d put together this extraordinary team of assistant coaches, so to speak.

      At the end of the first quarter, as preplanned, Wagner personally touched base with each of the quarterbacks on his field of play. These trusted operatives were assigned to take up precise positions in front of the stadium’s six primary gates. He confirmed they’d not been compromised and that there were no particular obstructions preventing them from striking their targets when prompted.

      The underwater bathyscaphe was the most difficult aspect of the attack due to its timing. Wagner’s scientific team had performed countless calculations and run hundreds of computer simulations to determine when the sarin balloons should be deployed and from what angle. The winds that evening were steady and, more importantly, blowing directly from the northwest to the southeast. He couldn’t have asked for a better wind direction from which to deploy these delivery vessels.

      He touched base with his snipers located on the roof of the Hyatt. The four gunmen were expert snipers recruited from the KSK after Wagner had left. The shots required of them were relatively easy. The Hyatt looked down upon the stadium, and the distance was less than half a mile. They were outfitted with MTs-116M suppressed sniper rifles made in Russia. Originally developed for law enforcement use, the rifle was highly effective at their distance from the stadium, and the ten-round magazines allowed the shooters the ability to fire multiple shots in rapid succession, ensuring deployment of the sarin into the stadium.

      With respect to the halftime show itself, the placement of the fogging devices had been determined by the pyrotechnics company. He’d confirmed with his operatives they’d exchanged the five-gallon containers accompanying the Antari IP-1500 special effects foggers with their own concoction. Because of the quick setup required for the halftime show, there would not be an opportunity for the production company to test the machines. The Antari devices were known for their reliability, and even if one of the twenty-four IP-1500s used for the halftime production failed, the fog output of twenty thousand cubic feet per minute per machine would fill the entire playing field and the field-level seating of the stadium in minutes.

      There were five minutes left in the first half. Wagner studied the MSA Security feeds at the field level to confirm the preparations were underway by the halftime show production team. At the two-minute warning, he called out to his operatives on their communications feed to be ready.

      He walked behind the Hexane team member to inquire about the wind velocity and direction. Nothing had changed. He touched base with his team in the bathyscaphe. They would be the first to receive a command.

      The countdown began as the Seahawks quarterback took a knee to finish off a boring first half of play, not that Wagner noticed.

      “Release the balloons!”

      It would take seven minutes for the winds to carry the balloons over Levi’s Stadium. To be sure, not all of them would sail directly overhead. Winds and atmospheric conditions were too unpredictable. And the flashing red beacons attached to the base of the balloons provided a difficult target for his four-man sniper team. However, the balloons would land somewhere and burst. The end result would be the same.

      He raced into the other room and studied the network camera feeds. The live viewers’ feed was showing a commercial, but the production team still scanned the stadium for items of interest to show as part of their post-game highlights. The field cameras provided him glimpses of the activity. He checked his watch. Everything appeared to be on time.

      One of his spotters exclaimed, “I’ve got them!”

      He was standing on a balcony with a pair of high-powered binoculars. His job was to pick up the beacons as the balloons rose into the air and then immediately moved toward the stadium.

      “Notify the shooters.”

      Wagner’s assistant made the call via the comms. They responded immediately. Their spotters had picked up the balloons as well.

      Everything was hitting on all cylinders. Wagner’s palms grew sweaty and his pacing continued. He glanced at his watch for what seemed the thousandth time. Minutes to go.

      The network feed was still at a commercial break. The production team had just placed the stage in the center of the field and rolled the massive light display behind it. The stadium’s ushers had just opened the gates to allow hundreds of young people to rush across the sidelines onto the field to get up close and personal with the entertainment. The electricity generated by the fans in the stadium had reached a fever pitch.

      “Balloons are approaching.”

      “Where is she?” muttered Wagner as he scowled. He looked at his watch again. “Damn diva!”

      The television monitors returned to the game after the last commercial. The pop artist trotted up the steps at the back of the portable stage, prompting Wagner to manage a smile.

      The stadium announcer gleefully shouted into the intercom system, “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Taylor Swift!”
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      In perfect synchronization, the fog-producing machines placed around the temporary stage began to produce volumes upon volumes of smoke. Within the first minute, the entire playing field was covered with the sarin-infused smoke. By the time it began to creep up the field level toward the premium suites just below the upper decks, two minutes had passed.

      Taylor Swift sang, and the band played, and the young people danced until their excitement took their breath away. And then they began to feel the effects of the sarin. They began to cough and become disoriented. The performance went on as the stage was elevated twelve feet above the field level.

      As choreographed, fireworks exploded overhead, and the first was high energy and designed to get the fans’ hearts pumping. When the fireworks appeared overhead, Wagner, the head coach, called his next play.

      “RPG units, fire!”

      The explosions rocked the Hyatt Regency a mile away. Each of the rocket-propelled grenades easily found their mark, obliterating the gates entering Levi’s Stadium and having the desired effect of frightening everyone in proximity to their core.

      “Snipers, fire when ready!”

      In the midst of the explosions emanating from the stadium, Wagner had no idea his snipers were already exploding the sarin-filled balloons floating over the stadium.

      “They’re already firing, sir,” said his spotter, who was standing at the sliding glass window leading onto the balcony. Then he calmly added, “They are deadly accurate.”

      “Network feeds, please report,” ordered Wagner.

      “Still streaming live, sir. They haven’t cut away.”

      Despite the tense situation, Wagner chuckled to himself and said, “They won’t. The spectacle is ratings gold for the American media.”

      “Sir, security feeds are going down,” reported a Hexane analyst from the other suite. “I believe the RPG attack may have cut many of their intranet communication cables.

      Wagner remained remarkably calm during the attack. “That’s a bonus. They won’t know how to guide the occupants to safety.”

      “All balloons hit, sir. Only two missed the target, landing in the residential neighborhood to the south.”

      Wagner began to issue orders again.

      “Bathyscape team, retreat to Redwood Shores for extraction.

      “RPG squad, well done. You should have pulled out by now. If not, do so immediately.

      “Snipers, return to operations for further instructions.” He would use them to provide security for his extensive team located in the suites as they packed up and prepared to evacuate the hotel.

      “Pack it up, ladies and gentlemen. We need to be in those vans within fifteen minutes.”

      He’d rehearsed their own escape that morning. In the panic, hotel residents would be fleeing the scene. His team would load up the equipment into their unmarked vans and head north on Great America Parkway, where they’d pick up the Southbay Freeway east toward Interstate 880. They’d travel in different directions until they were hundreds of miles away.

      While the team hastily packed, he turned on the flat-screen monitor mounted over the fireplace in the suite. He switched the channel to ESPN to enjoy the carnage. The stadium lights had just been turned on to provide the fans illumination as they made their escape. Instead, the cameras revealed humanity at its worst. People pushed and shoved one another in a frantic attempt to exit the stadium. Some jumped from the upper deck to expedite the process, only to die from head and spine injuries when they fell awkwardly to the field-level seating below.

      Women, children, and the elderly weren’t given deference from the stronger male fans who fought to leave the stadium. The exits were blocked with rubble. The bodies that attempted to climb the piles of debris were only trampled by those who used them to get through.

      The screams were filled with coughing fits and pleas for help. The stadium announcer tried to encourage people to remain calm and orderly, to no avail. He too succumbed to the deadly nerve agent.

      Soon, the network cameras stopped panning the field and the stands. They became fixed on a particular point of view, either because the camera operator had abandoned his post or had died. Also, the final network feed indicated to Wagner that the ESPN production team had fled. The camera, strung across a cable high above the fifty-yard line, showed a view of the stage and the thousands of people around it on the field.

      They were retching and bleeding and wailing for mercy. They were dead or in the process of dying. They’d given up. On the stage, dead eyes stared up into the camera, an image that would be disseminated around the world via news and social media to billions of people.

      “Sir, we’re ready,” said one of the Hexane personnel after less than eight minutes.

      Wagner nodded. He calmly turned off the television before walking through both suites one last time, not unlike any traveler might do to make sure he didn’t forget some form of personal belongings in a drawer or closet. The smell of ethanol filled his nostrils. His sweepers had done a thorough job of wiping down every surface with the substance to eliminate fingerprints.

      He smiled and nodded to himself. He might or might not receive a formal pat on the back from his boss, Derek Jorgensen. All he knew was that his job here was done.

      Until the next one.
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      When terrorists flew airplanes into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and then, through heroic efforts of brave Americans, the remote fields of Pennsylvania, they sent shock waves through the nation. It was the most heinous attack on American soil in history. All who were alive on that day can recall where they were and how they learned of the terrorist attack.

      The day of the attack on the San Francisco Bay area would go down in history as one of those days. Little did those who mourned the dead know it was a precursor of things to come.

      Gunner, Cam and Bear had gathered on Tangier Island to prepare for the next phase of their mission. The next morning, they were to meet Ghost at the Den for a report on his attendance at the national security briefing with the president. Based upon the outcome of that briefing, coupled with up-to-date intelligence compiled by the analysts working with Jackal, they’d be on a plane to continue turning over rocks in search of the group in possession of the sarin.

      They’d walked down to Sammy’s for clams and beer but cut the evening short. Bear wanted to get settled in to watch the NFL opening game between the Seattle Seahawks and the San Francisco 49ers being played in Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara. With the game underway, the team prepared for the trip.

      “I’ve gotta give you credit, Cam,” started Gunner. “I’ve known you almost all my life, and you still act more like a guy than a girl.”

      “Tread lightly, bestie,” Cam warned.

      “Nah, go ahead,” Bear said as he egged Gunner on. “I’m tired of her whoopin’ my ass all the time. It’s your turn to be the punchin’ bag.”

      Cam scowled at the man, who was twice her weight. “You deserve everything I dish out. Gunner is simply making a casual observation, right, bestie?” She lowered her eyelids as she studied his facial expressions and awaited his response.

      “Yeah, yeah. Of course. I mean, here’s the thing. Lord knows where we’re headed next, but you still just pack the basic stuff. A pair of khakis to go with the pair you’re wearing. A couple of tee shirts. No extra shoes. You know. Basics.”

      Cam nodded as she glanced at the clothing laid out by the guys. Bear was busy rolling up his clothing into neat, eight-inch-wide Ranger rolls, to use military lingo.

      “I can buy what I don’t have. The weather in Rome, for example, is not that different from here. If we head to South America, nothing any of us is packing will be suitable, so we’re gonna have to go shopping. In my mind, I want all the room I have to bring weapons and tools, like NVG. That sucked in Germany, being blind at night. Not gonna happen on this trip.”

      Gunner finished rolling his clothing, and then he began to check his weapons. This trip, Ghost assured them of military transportation for every leg. They were authorized to bring their weapons of choice without concern they’d have to check them or relinquish them along the way.

      Because they were potentially flying to multiple locations around the world, Gunner insisted the team carry similar weapons in common calibers. In this case, nine millimeter, which was easily the most widely used pistol in the world. They all owned the Colt 9 mm SMG submachine gun. It was not their rifle of choice, but for purposes of traveling for an extended period of time, it made sense for them.

      “Another beer, anyone?” asked Gunner as he pushed himself off the floor and headed toward the kitchen.

      “Yeah,” replied Cam. “For both of us. Would you mind turning up the volume? The halftime show is gonna be Taylor Swift.”

      Bear groaned and stuck two fingers toward his open mouth. “Gag me.”

      “Shut up. I like her music,” replied Cam.

      “She’s a damn Marxist,” Bear argued.

      “No, she’s not. She’s just opinionated.”

      Gunner rolled his eyes. The three of them rarely talked politics. It wasn’t that they didn’t have their own views, but they all agreed the topic wasn’t worth arguing over. They didn’t believe they had control over the outcomes of elections anyway. At least in the U.S., anyway.

      The game had gone to a commercial break with the Seahawks and 49ers tied 3-3, in a fairly boring, unexciting first half. Gunner popped the tops on three Sammy’s Suds and distributed them to his friends.

      The commercial break ended, and Cam made her way to the couch to watch. Because it was the NFL opener, halftime was treated with a Super Bowl–worthy show complete with pyrotechnics, laser lights, and high-octane dancers. It was the dancers that initially caught Bear’s attention, who subtly abandoned his weapons check and joined Cam in front of the television.

      Gunner went into the kitchen and stood at the island while he fixed Howard a snack of Science Diet kibbles and Nummy Tum Tum pumpkin. He hated leaving Howard so often, especially since Pop wasn’t around to keep him company. The lady who lived down the street was extremely nice and loved Howard. More importantly, she was reliable.

      “Hey, something’s wrong!” exclaimed Cam, who lifted herself off the sofa and walked toward Gunner’s large television monitor.

      “She’s still singin’,” said Bear.

      “No. Look. She’s blinded by the lights in her eyes. Look at the fans they let onto the field. They’re dropping to their knees.”

      This got Gunner’s attention. He slammed his beer on the counter and searched his pockets for his cell phone. He found Ghost’s number in his contact list and dialed it.

      Cam yelled, “Holy shit! It’s freakin’ chaos!”

      Howard began to howl as the high energy in Gunner’s house threatened to cause a power outage.

      “They’re trampling each other trying to get to the exits,” said Bear.

      Gunner’s call to Ghost was connected. “Turn on ESPN. I think there’s an attack on the 49ers game.”

      Cam held both hands on top of her head. She began pacing back and forth in front of the television. She swung around to see if Gunner was watching as her face reflected her feeling of despair. She was not one to cry, but she used all her strength to fight the tears back now.

      Bear was more vocal. “We should’ve known they’d pull something like this. High-profile game. Captive audience. Jesus, they’re killing each other trying to get to the exits.”

      Suddenly, a bright flash filled the camera lens as the stadium personnel turned on all of the lights that had been doused for the halftime show. The cameras were now able to broadcast the carnage to the world.

      Gunner listened to Ghost and then responded, “This is gonna be bad. You warned them. It’s not on us.”

      He paused to listen to his boss. “Okay. Okay, see you soon.”

      Bear reached out to Cam, who took his offer of a comforting hug. The two operators were rock solid in the field, but they were still very much human and understood the dire impact terrorism had on a nation as well as the people directly affected by the cowardly acts.

      What was unfolding before them was the U.S. Embassy attack on steroids. Not only were people openly dying throughout the stadium from ingesting the nerve agent, but they were crushing one another in an effort to escape the deadly gas that enveloped them. It was a horrific scene none of the viewers, especially Gunner, Cam, and Bear, would ever forget.

      It also strengthened their resolve to stop the next attack and personally kill everyone who played a role in this one.
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      It was five minutes to midnight, and the mood in the Den was one of despair. Several of the analysts openly wept as all of the twelve monitors were filled with different feeds of video footage obtained from ESPN. Despite the horrific events unfolding at Levi’s Stadium, the eighteen cameras manned by nearly two hundred employees continued to broadcast the attack to the world. The high-game cameras placed at the fifty-yard line and at each of the opponents’ twenty-two-yard lines provided a bird’s-eye view of the pandemonium that ensued as the sarin gas was released throughout the stadium.

      Gunner and his team were the last to arrive. When they did, Ghost turned to Jackal and instructed her to turn off all the monitors.

      “Listen up, everyone. I think we’re all here now.”

      Ghost paused to allow everyone to gather themselves and suppress their emotions. He needed their undivided attention.

      “I know you’re exhausted already and now distraught at what we’ve just witnessed. However, your country needs you now more than ever. Each of us has an important role to play. For some, it will be more difficult because I am going to call on you to watch and rewatch the footage provided to us by the network.

      “In addition, I’ve also contacted the FBI to get copies of all available security footage around the Levi’s Stadium complex. There will also be more coming into us from surrounding businesses and private video retrieved from smartphones during the cleanup. This is going to be a massive undertaking to pore through this footage. We can’t do it alone, and we’ll have to rely upon the FBI to provide us the results of their analysis.

      “That said, I want you to focus your efforts on all activity prior to the moment the gas was released. The sarin nerve agent is among the deadliest known to man. It can be deployed in a variety of ways and doesn’t necessarily require a suicide-bomber-type scenario. While we can’t rule that out, I don’t want it to be the focus of our efforts. Let’s study what was happening in and around that stadium before halftime. Look for things out of the ordinary. Take nothing for granted. Do not dismiss anything, even if it’s merely a hunch.”

      Ghost paused and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Can you guys do that for me? For the victims and their families?”

      The dedicated staff of Gray Fox all agreed, and with a renewed sense of purpose, they got to work. Ghost turned to his operatives and Jackal. He nodded for them to join him in the conference room. They followed him out of the Den and walked quietly down the corridor leading to Jackal’s temporary office where she’d developed the entity-relationship model.

      Gunner was the first to speak once the doors were closed behind them. His tone of voice reflected his anger and frustration.

      “Damn, this sucks!” He grabbed the back of a chair and twirled it hard so it rotated on its cylinder several times. As it slowed, he slapped the chair’s back for good measure.

      “We’ve got nothing to go on except this Nazi-reborn concept,” complained Bear. “I hate an enemy who doesn’t have the balls to show themselves.”

      “An invisible enemy is the worst kind of enemy,” added Cam calmly. “I don’t disagree, guys, but we do have something. Sure, it seems far-fetched and crazy conspiratorial, but it does make sense. Okay, maybe it’s not the Reich reincarnated. There must be someone within this terrorist organization who knew to be prepared to salvage the U-1226.”

      “They also had the wherewithal to orchestrate an attack on a U.S. Embassy while having the political acumen to direct blame on someone else,” said Ghost.

      “This is why I’m a believer in the Odessa theory,” said Jackal. “These aren’t terrorists. Terrorists are radicals who feel anger, resentment, or alienated from their stated enemy. They don’t have the ability to effectuate real change through conventional means, so they recruit others who agree with them and strike out the best they can.”

      “Let’s just say the Nazi theory is correct,” said Bear. “Why now? Where have they been for eighty years? Have they been lying around waiting for someone to trip over the sunken U-boat? There was no guarantee that would ever happen.”

      Gunner tuned out the others and began to wander around the conference room. He was desperate for answers. The investigation had so many moving parts. He tried to summarize where they were in the process.

      Who? he asked himself. Nazis. Gunner actually managed a smile as he realized how absurd the answer was.

      Why? They never stopped fighting World War II. Another reason to chuckle. Then he stopped. Or was it?

      Gunner walked briskly across the room, unnoticed by the others, who continued to ask the same types of questions and tried to generate hypothesized responses. He reached the part of Jackal’s ER that contained newspaper clippings saved by Professor von Zwick. Some were in German and other languages. Most were in English.

      He studied the dates. He made mental notes of the locations. He paused to read what he could about the subject matter of the reporting. Assassinations. Terrorist attacks. Cyber attacks. Financial market turmoil. National elections. The clippings spanned decades upon decades of significant events that took place around the globe, especially in Germany, England, and the United States.

      His eyes were then drawn to the large map upon which Jackal had identified the ratlines. So many of them led from Germany to Rome. From there, they stretched around the world to a variety of destinations. He recalled the dying words of the dedicated professor who’d spent much of his last years on this Earth in search of the truth.

      Odessa. Rome. Knight.

      Then the old man groaned and died.

      Was it a groan? Or was it …

      “Argentina.” Gunner said it aloud. Von Zwick couldn’t say the word Argentina because he’d died at that moment. His last dying breath forced it out as arrggh. He repeated it. “Argentina.”

      Wait, did he say night or knight?

      “Gunner, we need you over here,” said Ghost, breaking him out of his deep thought. Gunner joined the group, but before they could address him, he asked Jackal a question.

      He waved his arm around the room. “Does the word night play into any of this?”

      “Night?” she asked. “Wait, do you mean knight like the chess piece, or as in Knights of the Roundtable?”

      “Maybe? Any connection?”

      “Well, yes. If you’re referring to k-n-i-g-h-t.” She spelled the word before elaborating, “There are a couple of references in my research. Himmler planned to create a leadership group of his top Nazi generals similar to the historic Knights of the Roundtable. In fact, he had a room or a tower, or something like that, built at his home for that purpose. I’d have to confirm that with Kala.”

      “Any other reference?” Gunner asked.

      “There were several articles in Professor von Zwick’s materials about an Austrian company. Knight Group, or something like that. I haven’t had time to run that down yet.”

      “Let me know what you find out, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      Ghost faced Gunner. “I think we need to stick to our original investigative track and send you three to Argentina.”

      Gunner shook his head in disagreement. “No, sir. With all due respect, von Zwick’s dying words to me were Odessa, Rome, Knight with a K, it appears. Then as he died, he seemed to groan, but in hindsight, I think he was trying to say Argentina.”

      “All the more reason to send you there now.”

      “Again, I respectfully disagree. He wasn’t a crackpot. He was leaving me breadcrumbs to follow. I’d like to go to Rome first.”

      Ghost wandered the room and rubbed his temples. He turned to Gunner. “Do you feel strongly about this?”

      “Yes, sir. I do.”

      “I trust your judgment. You’re off to Rome. Just find these Odessa bastards before they strike again.”
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      THANK YOU FOR READING ODESSA RISING!

      If you enjoyed it, I’d be grateful if you’d take a moment to write a short review (just a few words are needed) and post it on Amazon. Amazon uses complicated algorithms to determine what books are recommended to readers. Sales are, of course, a factor, but so are the quantities of reviews my books get. By taking a few seconds to leave a review, you help me out and also help new readers learn about my work.

      And before you go …

      

      SIGN UP for my mailing list at BobbyAkart.com to receive a copy of my monthly newsletter, The Epigraph. You’ll also learn about special offers, bonus content, and you’ll be the first to receive news about new releases in the Odessa trilogy.

      

      VISIT my feature page at Amazon.com/BobbyAkart for more information on my Gunner Fox novels or any of my other bestselling action-packed thrillers which includes over forty Amazon #1 Bestsellers in forty-plus fiction and nonfiction genres.
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